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A Cross-National Investigation into Contextual Effects and Populist 
Radical Right Support 

A mediated and moderated relationship? 

 

Abstract 

Populist radical right parties are often more successful in some regions of their countries than 
in others. However, when trying to explain geographical patterns of support for the populist 
radical right, similar outcomes in otherwise different contexts and different outcomes in 
otherwise similar contexts can be observed. In this paper, we show that this paradox can be 
understood when we examine how citizens are affected differently by the context in which 
they live. Using a unique dataset containing geocoded survey data and contextual data from 
four countries (DE, FR, NL and UK), we demonstrate that mediating and moderating 
variables, such a perceptions of local decline and education level shape the relationship 
between contextual development such as the increasing presence of immigrants, on the one 
hand, and populist and nativism attitudes and PRR support, on the other hand.  

 

  



Introduction 
Populist radical right (PRR) parties have gained support in a wide variety of regional and 
local areas, which has prompted to scholars to investigate the role of contextual factors in 
PRR success. After all, it has been demonstrated that voters can be influenced by their local 
context (Wijk 2019). However, clear-cut correlations between PRR voting and, for example, 
levels of unemployment or numbers of immigrants remain elusive (Golder 2003; Van der 
Brug et al. 2005; Coffé et al. 2007; Bowyer 2008; Arzheimer 2009; Rydgren and Ruth 2013; 
Hainmueller and Hopkins 2014; Stockemer 2015; Inglehart and Norris 2016; Savelkoul et al. 
2017; De Blok and Van der Meer 2018; Janssen et al. 2019). One of the explanations for this 
observation is that geographical patterns of support for the PRR are complex, and present 
scholars with two types of contradictions. When trying to explain geographical patterns of 
support for the PPR, similar outcomes in otherwise different contexts can be observed (e.g., 
strong PRR support in areas with both high and low levels of economic hardship), and 
different outcomes in otherwise similar contexts can be observed (e.g., some areas with many 
immigrants present show very high support for PRR parties, whereas other such areas show 
very low levels of PRR support).  

These ‘paradoxes’ could be taken to suggest that context does not matter for PRR 
success. However, in this paper we argue that context does matter, but in more complex ways 
than previously assumed. We contend that we can enhance our understanding of contextual 
effects in two ways. First, by acknowledging that contextual effects on voting behavior are 
often conditional. In previous studies, context has been assumed to matter in the same way 
for all citizens. However, it has been demonstrated that some citizens – especially the higher 
educated and those with networks outside their neighborhood – are less likely to be affected 
by context than others (Small and Feldman 2012; Fitzgerald 2018). We therefore hypothesize 
that citizens’ embeddedness in their neighborhood and their resources moderate the 
relationship between the characteristics of their neighborhood and their support for the PRR. 
Second, by examining the causal mechanisms that link context to voting behavior. In 
previous studies, it usually is not specified how contextual factors such as immigrant 
presence or high unemployment affect (the attitudes that explain) PRR support. We 
hypothesize that such factors will lead citizens to experience a generalized sense of local 
decline, which will translate into broader grievances producing populist and nativist attitudes. 

To test these hypotheses, we use a unique dataset that combines fine-grained 
contextual and survey data from four West European countries: France, Germany, the 
Netherlands and the UK. In each of these countries we conducted geo-coded surveys on large 
geostratified samples of around 20,000 respondents in the three larger countries and 7,000 
respondents in the Netherlands. These were linked to information about the local context in 
which respondents are situated. Hence, we were able to define subnational context units at a 
low level of aggregation, which are comparable across the four countries studied. This allows 
us to test how PRR support is predicted by immigrant presence, unemployment, and 
demographic decline in multiple polities to an unprecedented extent. 

Our study contributes to the literature on PRR success and to the political geography of 
attitudes and behaviors. It presents a framework for understanding how local context 
influences citizens’ attitudes and party support, and how we can study the effects of and 



mechanisms behind the interaction between individuals and context. Hence, its contributions 
are both theoretical and methodological.  

Our theoretical contribution consists of the introduction of a theoretical model that 
includes mediators and moderators to understand the relationship between contextual factors 
and PRR support. More specifically, we introduce the concept of feelings of local decline as 
key mediator. Furthermore, we present resources and the (lack of) local embeddedness as key 
moderators affecting this relationship.  

Our methodological contribution is twofold. First of all, we test our hypotheses on the 
basis of contextual data at the neighborhood level. Although many studies have investigated 
whether support for the PRR is shaped by context – especially ethnic diversity (e.g. Golder 
2003; Van der Brug et al. 2005; Coffé et al. 2007; Rink et al. 2009; Savelkoul et al. 2017) and 
economic hardship (Bowyer 2008; Arzheimer 2009; Biggs and Knauss 2012; Rydgren and 
Ruth 2013; Van Gent et al. 2014), most of these studies use relatively large geographical 
units such as regions. We rely on much smaller areas with between 1,000 and 6,000 
inhabitants. Secondly, we test our hypotheses using data from four countries: France, 
Germany, the Netherlands and Great Britain. These four countries allow us to test our 
theories in typical post-industrial Western European democracies that have seen a surge in 
PRR mobilization, but that vary considerably with respect to their electoral and party 
systems, migration patterns, and citizenship regimes. 

Our analyses show that ‘feelings’ of local decline mediate the effects of context on 
populist and nativist attitudes and the PRR vote, confirming that there is a strong local 
dimension to these effects. They also demonstrate that, while immigrant presence is the most 
universal predictor of PRR support, its effect is moderated by education level. While the 
attitudes and vote choice of the lower educated is affected with this factor, the higher 
educated are not. 

Our findings help to resolve the two paradoxes mentioned above. Regarding the first 
paradox of similar outcomes in different contexts, we argue the potential sources of perceived 
local decline differ from area to area, but they nevertheless all translate into the same 
‘package’ of grievances. This can explain, most importantly, the existence of strong 
opposition to immigration in some ethnically homogeneous rural communities. Regarding the 
second paradox of different outcomes in similar contexts, we argue that this can be explained 
because citizens with many resources and ties outside of their immediate area, such as the 
higher educated in university towns or capital cities, are largely ‘immune’ from being 
affected by their immediate context. This fits with the broader literature on context effects, 
which shows that such effects are highly conditional. 
 
Theory 
The role of context in fostering PRR support has been widely studied, but no consensus has 
been reached about the whether or not contextual factors have an impact of the PRR vote. We 
briefly discuss the literature on context effects, followed by a discussion of the two 
‘paradoxes’ that remain, and how we intend to shed light on these. 
 
Contextual explanations for PRR support 



There is some evidence that PRR support is fostered, under certain conditions, by the 
presence of immigrants and economic hardship. More recently, studies have suggested 
demographic decline might play a role too. The presence of immigrants is expected to 
increase PRR support by fostering nativism, while the latter two supposedly breed political 
discontent, which resonates with PRR parties’ populist message. Below, we briefly discuss 
each contextual factor in turn. 

The reason to expect the presence of immigrants (or, depending on context, their 
descendants, or even ethno-religious out-groups in general) to matter is straightforward. 
Generally, PRR support follows individual anti-immigrant sentiments, or nativism more 
broadly (e.g. Van der Brug et al. 2000; Lubbers et al. 2002; Rydgren 2008; Ford et al. 2011; 
Arzheimer 2018), which in turn relates (somewhat) to actual patterns of immigration. Group 
threat theory suggests that migration leads to more perceived threat (Blalock 1967). In this 
perspective, the mere presence of migrants initiates anticipation of negative consequences for 
economic and social well-being of host society members (Quillian 1995; Scheepers et al. 
2002). The contact theory contrasts this perspective. It argues that the presence of immigrants 
in a neighborhood increases inter-ethnic contacts, which in turn reduces prejudices and 
perceptions of ethnic threat (Pettigrew 2006). However, the precise nature of this relationship 
is complex.  

First, the quantity and quality of interethnic contact in diverse areas matters (McLaren 
2003; Hewstone and Swart 2011). Without meaningful interpersonal contact, the presence of 
out-groups often results in negative attitudes. For example, regular, poor-quality contact 
through daily travel leads to increased ethnocentrism and xenophobia (Quillian 1995; Hjerm 
2007; Rydgren and Ruth 2013; Evans et al. 2020).  This may explain the so-called halo 
effect: PRR support is often higher in areas of low ethnic diversity that are adjacent to areas 
with higher diversity (Perrineau 1997; Rydgren and Ruth 2011).  

Second, the relationship between immigrant presence, contact and PRR support may be 
non-linear. Previous research has found, for example, that there are threshold effects in 
aspects of PRR support including party membership (Biggs and Knauss 2012; Rink et al. 
2008; Savelkoul et al. 2017). A third element of complexity is that of temporal dynamics. 
PRR support is especially high in areas where immigration has increased (Kaufmann 2017).1  

In the case of economic hardship the causal mechanism is more complex still (Bowyer 
2008; Rooduijn and Burgoon 2018). PRRs do not generally mobilize on clear-cut economic 
policies, nor are they perceived to be strong in valence terms on economic issues – they do 
not ‘own’ economic issues. But PRRs regularly blame unemployment on immigrants and the 
elites who keep bringing them in. They also amplify feelings of (fraternal) deprivation by 
pitting deserving in-group members against alleged foreign welfare cheats. We therefore 
expect unemployment to foster feelings of uncertainty and intense inter-ethnic competition 
over scarce resources that may render voters susceptible to the appeal of PRR parties, even 
those still in a job themselves. Indeed, there is some evidence for a relationship between 
unemployment and PRR support (Lubbers and Scheepers 2000; Golder 2003; Arzheimer and 

																																																													
1 Furthermore, non-immigrant communities’ own behavior in terms of changing area (‘white flight’) condition 
the context of an area (Crowder 2000) 



Carter 2006; Van der Brug and Fennema 2008; Hainmueller and Hopkins 2014; Inglehart and 
Norris 2016; De Blok and Van der Meer 2018).  

More recently, scholars have started to point at the role of demographic decline in 
fostering PRR support (Harteveld et al. 2020). This refers to the demographic exodus that 
threatens the livelihood of particular regions. While this can follow in the wake of economic 
hardship, it also affects moderately prosperous, but peripheral or ageing, regions. A decline in 
population, or of the share of the young, highly educated and economically active, threatens 
“not only economic prosperity but also potentially the reservoir of social and cultural capital” 
(Bock 2016: 557). This deteriorates “the carrying capacity of current models of business, 
public and private services” (Bock 2016: 556). The feeling that community itself disappears 
has been suggested to foster political discontent (Woods et al. 2012; Cramer 2016; Guilley 
2018), in turn rendering PRR support more likely.  
 
Expanding the model by introducing mediators and moderators 
All in all, there are good theoretical reasons to expect context to matter for PRR support. It 
does so by fostering nativist and/or populist attitudes. Still, two important inconsistencies 
remain. First, similar outcomes in otherwise different contexts can be observed. If nativism is 
often very prominent in both areas with and without immigrants, and populism in areas with 
and without economic hardship or demographic decline, how decisive can the role of context 
be? Second, a look at the electoral map reveals different outcomes in otherwise similar 
contexts. For any example of an ethnically diverse, economically struggling, or 
demographically declining area with strong PRR support, there is another that does not 
produce such support. One only needs to consider the lack of PRR support in diverse cities 
like London or Paris, to confirm the words of Alba and Fonet (2017: 239), “the regions and 
places with the largest immigrant populations are often those where the native majority holds 
the most positive attitudes toward diversity”. This, too, suggests, context is a weak predictor 
at best. 

We argue that these paradoxes can be explained by taking two factors into account 
(summarized in Figure 1). First, that a generalized feeling of local decline can have diverse 
origins (immigration, economic hardship, or demographic decline), but always comes with 
similar political manifestations (nativism and populism). Second, that context does not matter 
to the same extent for different people. We develop these two in turn below. 
 
Figure 1 
Theoretical model of PRR voting 



 
 
Mediation: different contextual factors, same effects on people 
In tracking the contextual origins of PRR views and support, we argue that feelings of local 
decline play a mediating role. Context theories about PRR support imply that citizens take 
cues from their immediate surroundings. If true, support should be rooted in certain 
‘objective’ local conditions (i.e. conditions that are not merely perceptions endogenous to a 
pre-existing worldview) that are perceived, and reflected upon, by citizens. In itself, the very 
different contextual conditions discussed above do not automatically translate into PRR 
support. We argue that a plausible intermediate step is that they foster a feeling of local 
decline, which in turn fosters a negative reaction towards both elites and immigrants.  

A feeling of local decline means that citizens perceive things in their immediate area to 
be going in the wrong direction. What this ‘immediate area’ entails will differ between 
individuals and contexts, and (as will discuss below) not everybody is affected by local 
conditions to the same extent. Still, a growing body of work shows that localized concerns 
have very important political implications (Cramer 2016; Hochschild 2016; Fitzgerald 2020; 
Ziblatt et al. 2020; Rodriquez-Pose 2020). Ziblatt et al. (2020) argue that PRR support can be 
rooted in “a sense that a location and its way of life suffers some form of distributive injustice 
in terms of power, wealth, and prestige” and this in turn “[shapes] residents’ perception of 
themselves, elites, and outsiders”. Feelings of local decline are a localized equivalent of 
pessimism regarding the direction the nation is going, which has been theorized (most 
famously in Taggart’s (2004) concept of the ‘heartland’) to be a core ‘linking’ feature in PRR 
ideology, weaving its various ideological components in a compelling picture of the 
homogenous and sovereign past slipping away (Steenvoorden 2018).  

Importantly, we expect that a generalized feeling of local decline can originate in the 
various local conditions discussed in the previous sections: the presence of immigrants, 



economic hardship, and demographic decline. All of these phenomena have in common that 
they upset existing local social structures and hierarchies. Once in place, however, we argue 
that this feeling can express itself politically in a package of grievances about both elites and 
immigrants, regardless of its origin. First, perceptions of a decline are often accompanied by 
a strong feeling that out-groups are ‘skipping the queue’ (Gest 2016; Hochschild 2016). 
Secondly, immigrant and elite critiques have consistently been linked together on the supply 
side, especially by PRR actors themselves (e.g. Rydgren 2005; Mudde 2007). The co-
emergences of these two attitudes might explain why citizens in different areas can have 
similar attitudes. We therefore hypothesize that: 
 

H1: feelings of local decline are rooted in different context conditions: immigration, 
economic hardship, and demographic decline 

  
H2: feelings of local decline lead to both nativism and populism 

 
Of course, feelings of local decline are to some extent endogenous to citizens’ political 
worldview. Nonetheless, we expect it to be at least partly rooted in actual experiences – and it 
is this part, which is relevant for scholars of context effects, because it links variations in 
‘objective’ context conditions to political outcomes. While objective decline predicts 
perceptions and evaluations, subjective perceptions of decline were found to be more relevant 
to political behavior (Michener 2013). That is, whether or not the perception of local decline 
and disorder is (fully) accurate, the perception is expected to lead to attitudinal or behavioral 
change.  
 
Moderation: different people, different effects of contextual factors 
If areas experience one or more of the developments summarized above, not all of its 
residents are equally likely to translate this into a feeling of local decline and, by extension, 
political grievances. The study of neighborhood effects has long admitted that few such 
effects are homogeneous across residents (Small and Feldman 2012), but this is often not 
theorized or modeled explicitly in the empirical study of context effects on PRR support. 
Being sensitive to the conditionality of context effects helps to transcend the “dichotomous 
perspective” in which neighborhood effects either exist or do not (Sharkey and Faber 2014: 
560). The relevant question becomes who is most likely to be affected by the conditions in 
their local area. We focus on two moderators: embeddedness and resources. 

Our first moderator of context effects is the extent to which voters identify with, care 
about, and spend time in, their neighborhood – which we summarize as embeddedness. The 
two (reinforcing) key components of embeddedness are the spatial distribution of people’s 
networks (strong and weak ties) and their affective identification with the area. If citizens 
have little interaction with others in their local area and do not feel attached to it, they are less 
likely to notice or care about local conditions enough to let it shape their political views. 
Reversely, context can be expected to shape feelings of local decline and PRR support more 
among those who are strongly attached to their area. We therefore hypothesize that: 

 



H3a: contextual factors have a stronger effect on feelings of local decline and PRR 
support among those strongly embedded in their neighborhood 

 
The second moderator concerns the resources citizens have to remain unaffected by their 
local conditions. In particular, we study the role of education. Education plays an important 
role in ‘shielding’ attitudes from external shocks by providing citizens with the cognitive and 
ideological resources to navigate ethnic and cultural change (Stubager 2008; Lancee and 
Sarrasin 2015), as well as the convertible skills to be less vulnerable to economic downturns. 
Education might also matter indirectly by reducing embeddedness: the higher educated on 
average move further away from their place of birth, identify less exclusively with their 
neighborhood, and are more likely to have ties outside the neighborhood (Goodhart 2017). 
Citizens with such resources are less likely to be negatively affected by local circumstances. 
As a result, it can be expected that context characteristics matters less for them in shaping 
their view of the area and politics. We therefore hypothesize that: 
 

H3b: contextual factors have a stronger effect on feelings of local and PRR support 
among the lower educated 

 
Taken together, these factors might explain why areas that are very similar in terms of 
contextual conditions – but not in terms of the levels of education and embeddedness of its 
residents – still vary wildly in their support for PRR parties. For instance, the relatively high 
levels of education, and lower levels of local embeddedness, among residents of Central 
London or Berlin-Mitte might allow them to remain relatively unaffected by local conditions. 
 
 
Design, data and methods 
In most studies, the presence of outgroups is measured at the level of countries (e.g. Knigge 
1998; Lubbers et al. 2002; Golder 2003; Arzheimer and Carter 2006) or large subnational 
entities such as provinces or regions (e.g. Lubbers and Scheepers 2000; Kestilä and 
Söderlund 2007). A smaller number of studies have looked at context on the level of 
municipalities (Van der Waal et al. 2013; Berning 2016), while three studies investigated the 
more local level of electoral ward or neighbourhood (Rydgren and Ruth 2013; Van Gent et al. 
2014, Klinger et al. 2017; Van Wijk et al. 2020).  

Countries or even municipalities are not the optimal geographical scale given the 
theoretical mechanisms, which imply everyday contact and/or competition over resources. 
This makes it likely that it also – or even primarily – matters whether outgroups are present in 
a small geographical area. This is most clearly the case for the contact hypothesis: citizens are 
more likely to have daily contact with people who live nearby (apart from their workplace). 
We therefore look at finer spatial classifications, as we will discuss below (Hewstone 2015; 
Oliver and Wong 2003).  

 
Data 
To test our hypotheses, we conducted large-N surveys in France, Germany, the Netherlands, 
and the UK and combined them with contextual data from national statistical offices. In order 



to have enough power to detect the effects of context on attitudes and behaviors, large 
samples of thousands of respondents are required. Given that our aim is to establish the 
effects of context conditions at the individual level, it is essential that the surveys cover a 
wide range of small-scale geographical areas in the four countries.2 The effective sample size 
(i.e. the number of respondents that filled out the survey and that could be linked to 
ecological data) is around 20,000 in France, Germany and the UK and 7,000 in the 
Netherlands. The online panels through which these respondents were recruited used quota 
samples crossed by age, gender, and education.3 Fieldwork for the surveys was carried out 
close to the first-order elections that took place in the four countries in 2017 (see Table 1).  

The core questions asked in the surveys were identical across the four countries 
whenever possible. Exceptions to this rule are discussed below, when the operationalized of 
the dependent and independent variables is presented. The ecological data on the areas in 
which the respondents live were derived from the main national statistics offices in the 
country, and when necessary, from other secondary socio-economic and demographic data 
sources in each country. These ecological data were linked to survey respondents on the basis 
of the geo-codes that have been assigned to respondents. In each of the countries, the geo-
codes were developed in line with the way in which contextual data are measured by the 
national statistics office (for details of the geo-codes, see Table 1).  
 
Table 1 
Information about the geo-coded surveys and context data 
 
 France Germany Netherlands UK 

Elections President 
Parliament 

Parliament Parliament Parliament 

Election date(s) 23-04-2017 
07-05-2017 
11-06-2017 
18-06-2017 

24-09-2017 15-03-2017 08-06-2017 

Period of survey April-June July-September March-May March-June 

Survey company BVA Infratest dimap GfK ICM 
Effective sample 
size 

19,408 ~20,000 8,013 24,415 

Basis for geo-codes IRIS-code Addresses  Postal codes Postal codes 

Kind of geo-coded 
area 

Composite areas 
based on longitude 
and latitude 

2km by 2km raster 
grid coordinates 

Statistical 
neighborhoods 

Statistical wards 

Number of geo-
coded areas 

8,749 254 1537 6365 

Main source for 
contextual data 

National Institute of 
Statistics and 

Federal Statistical 
Office 

Statistics 
Netherlands  

Office for National 
Statistics  

																																																													
2 However, for the purpose of our study, the samples do not need to be randomly drawn from the target 
population, because we are not interested in describing population parameters. 
3 The quota sample in the UK was also crossed by neighborhood deprivation quintile. 



Economic Studies 
(INSEE) 
 

(DESTATIS) (CBS) (ONS) 

 
 
Operationalization 
The biggest challenge in a comparative study of contextual effects is the operationalization of 
key independent variables, especially at the contextual level. In this study, we have 
endeavored to use common measures where possible. However, inevitably, there is some 
variation across some measures due to national specificities. Table A1 and A2 in the 
appendix therefore provide information about the exact the measurements used in each 
country.  
 
We our study we use the following contextual level variables:  
We measure presence of immigrants using the percentage of first generation immigrants in 
the area as indicator.  
 
We measure economic hardship using the percentage of unemployment in the area as 
indicator.  
 
We measure demographic decline as the percentage inhabitants in an area aged between 15 
and 25 (“leaving the area age”) and the percentage inhabitants in an area aged between 25 
and 45 (“(not) returning to start families age”).  
 
We also control for population density, which we measure as the number of inhabitants per 
square kilometer. To examine non-linear patterns, we divided each national sample into five 
groups of equal size based on population density providing some cross-case equivalence. 
 
In our study we use the following individual level variables:  
We measure perceived local decline using a single question that prompts respondents as 
follows: “In the past 5 years, has your neighbourhood...”, with the answer options being 
“Improved”, “Declined” and “Stayed the same”. We recoded all answers of perceived decline 
to one and all other answers to zero. 
 
We measure embeddedness using a single question that asks respondents “To what extent do 
you feel attached to your neighbourhood or town?” with the answer categories forming a 7-
point Likert scale ranging from “Not attached at all” to “Strongly attached”. 
	 
We measure education on a 4-point scale ranging from “low” to “high”, with Table E in the 
appendix summarizing the national categorizations of education used. 
 
We measure populism using the average response to a scale based on the following four 
statements, which are derived from the Akkerman et al. (2007; see also Akkerman et al 2014; 
Geurkink et al 2020): I. The politicians in Parliament need to follow the will of the people; II. 



The people, and not politicians, should make our most important policy decisions; III. The 
political differences between the elite and the people are larger than the differences among 
the people; and IV. Elected officials talk too much and take too little action. The answer 
options form a 7-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”.  
 
We measure nativism through perceived ethnic threat, relying on a scale of four items from 
the European Social Survey. The first to relate to cultural threat perceptions and the second 
two items to economic threats. As for populist attitudes, we calculated the average answer 
measured on a 7-point Likert scale to the following statement (recoded so that a higher value 
indicates a higher level of perceived ethnic threat): I. It is better for a country if almost 
everyone shares the same customs and traditions?; II. Would you say that [country]’s cultural 
life is generally undermined or enriched by people coming to live here from other countries?; 
III. Would you say it is generally bad or good for [country]’s economy that people come to 
live here from other countries?; IV. Now thinking about taxes and welfare, would you say 
that people who come to live here from other countries generally take out more than they put 
in, or put in more than they take out?;  
 
We measure PRR support with a single item. Respondents were asked: “If there were a 
general election on [COUNTRY REFERENCE], which party would you vote for?”. We 
coded a vote intention for the main PRR party in the country (i.e. the AfD in Germany, the 
FN/RN in France, the PVV in the Netherlands and UKIP in the UK) as one and vote intention 
for a different party as zero. 
 
In our regression models we include several socio-demographic variables that have been 
shown to predict PRR support at the individual level (e.g. Stockemer et al. 2018): age in 
years, education measured as discussed above, and gender as dummy with female as the 
reference category.4  
 
Method 
In order to test our expectations, we proceed in two steps. In the first step we focus on 
mediation and employ multilevel Structural Equation Models (SEM). Doing path analysis 
through SEM allows us to estimate the various hypothesized paths simultaneously, and hence 
investigate whether our theoretical model - from context to perceived local decline, through 
nativism and populism, to PRR support - presents a plausible structure generating the 
correlations between variables. We model individuals to be nested in local areas, separately 
estimated for each country. Using this methodology generates more appropriate standard 
errors accounting for the nested data structure (Hox 2010). All SEM models were estimated 
in Mplus 8 using weighted least squares estimation with mean- and variance adjusted chi-
square tests.  

																																																													
4 The difference between individual and contextual effects can be illustrated on the basis of age. Even if young 
people are more likely to vote for PRR parties (at the individual level), the absence of young people (on the 
aggregate level) might induce voters of all ages to perceive local decline and therefore support PRR parties. 



After establishing the path dependency of neighborhood conditions, perception of 
local decline, and PRR support, we then use multilevel logistic regressions to assess the 
moderating influence of individual conditions. These models also allow inclusion of control 
variables. 

In both methods, first- and second-generation immigrants were excluded from the 
sample to assure that the estimates for the effects of immigrant presence are not biased by 
composition effects (Arzheimer and Carter 2009). 
 
Findings 
We start with describing PRR support, as well as in which contexts it can be found. Figure 2 
shows that PRR voters generally live in somewhat less densely populated areas, although the 
differences are not substantial. Figure 2 also shows that PRR voters tend to live in areas with 
somewhat fewer, rather than more, immigrants, which contrast to group threat explanations 
of PRR support. Levels of unemployment seem a little higher in areas inhabited by PRR 
supporters, while demographic decline seems to predict little.5 All this resonates with the 
mixed or weak findings in earlier work. However, it is important to stress that it is likely that 
the effects of context become more clear-cut when we take into account that some citizens 
are more likely to be affected by context than others. We will explore this in the main 
analysis. 
 
Figure 3 
Characteristics of context of non-PRR and PRR voters 

 
 
What is the role of the hypothesized mediator, perceived local decline? Figure 4 shows the 
average scores on (standardized) attitudes variables, as well as the fraction that votes for the 
respective PRR party among those who perceive decline, improvement, or neither. We find 
that those who feel their area is declining have considerably different views compared to 
those who think it is improving. These differences exist across all countries and are of similar 
																																																													
5 The level of unemployment is measured in the Netherlands as the number of people on unemployment benefits 
in the area, resulting in lower levels than in the other countries. 



magnitude. Those who experience local decline score 0.5 to 0.7 standard deviations higher on 
the immigrant threat perception measure. On the populism measure, there is more variation 
between countries, but the differences are sizeable everywhere, ranging from almost 0.2 in 
France to more than 0.4 standard deviations in the Netherlands. The association with vote 
choice is also very sizeable. In all countries, support for the PRR party at least doubles among 
those who perceive local decline. Crucially, these correlations are not confounded by 
individual characteristics. The size of the effect remains virtually equal, when controlling for 
age, level of education, gender, and left-right position (available on request). 
 
Figure 4 
Nativism and populism, as well as fraction of PRR support, by perceptions about local area 

 
 
 
Findings: Mediation (Multilevel Path Model) 
We start by mapping the hypothesized causal chains, as described in the theory section, using 
multilevel path models. The goal is to establish whether, first, the extent to which feelings of 
local decline mediate the context effects, and whether, secondly, such feelings result in a 
negative evaluation of both immigrants and politicians. We present the coefficients for all 
four countries below in Figure 5. For readability purposes, the first and second half of the 
causal path are visualized separately, even though they are modeled simultaneously. The 
numbers next to the arrows in the figure are the standardized effect coefficients, by country 
(as indicated by the flag and country abbreviation). 
 
Figure 5 
Multilevel Path Model 
 



 
 
 

 
 
 
Consistent across all four nations, we find a statistically significant positive relationship 
between the presence of immigrants and the perception that the neighborhood is declining. 
Furthermore, in all countries except the Netherlands, unemployment is associated with 
increased perceptions of local decline. The findings show an inconsistent pattern for the link 
between demographic decline and perceived local decline, with a positive effect in France, a 
negative in Germany, and no significant relationship in the UK and the Netherlands.  

Regarding the individual level path dependencies, we find consistent positive 
relationships between perceived local decline and nativism, as well as between perceived 
local decline and populist attitudes. In all countries, the effect on nativism is stronger than on 
populism, but both are consistently affected. Both nativism and populism are, in turn, 
associated with support for PRR parties. These patterns can potentially account for the fact 
that anti-immigrant sentiment exists in areas without immigrants but with sizable 
unemployment, as well as the occurrence of political discontent in areas that experience little 
economic hardship but that feature many immigrants.  



 Tables 2A to 2D in the appendix present the results for all remaining paths per 
country. Above the mechanisms discussed above, the contextual variables emanate a 
significant direct effect - i.e., without being mediated by any attitude - on PRR support in 
Germany, the UK, and (less robustly) in France. We believe that contextual influences should 
in fact be mediated by some attitudes, and that remaining direct effects can mostly be 
attributed to confounding variables, such as socio-demographics. There are also direct 
influences, of varying degrees, of contextual variables on nativism and populism. This 
confirms that context can also affect citizens’ worldview can be influenced by context 
without explicit perceptions of local decline, but also reflects the fact that our measure does 
not capture such feelings perfectly, as well as (again) possible confounding by socio-
demographics. We aim to isolate the latter in our regression models with control variables 
below.  
 
Findings: Moderation (Multilevel Regression) 
As discussed in the theory section, we expect context to have a stronger impact on perceived 
local decline among citizens with a lower level of education or stronger attachment to their 
local area. Since perceived decline in turn predicts attitudes and PRR support, the same 
moderators can be expected to also determine the correlation between context and PRR 
support. We therefore present the results of models predicting feelings of local decline 
(directly moderated) here and report the same model predicting PRR support (indirectly 
moderated) in Table 3A in the appendix. 

We start with feelings of local decline. How are these affected by contextual 
conditions, depending on citizens’ level of education and neighborhood attachment? To start 
with the first moderator, Figures 6 below shows the marginal effects of the four context 
variables on feelings of local decline, split out by citizens’ level of education. These average 
marginal effects are based on models that control for all other context characteristics, as well 
as age, and gender.  Positive values indicate that higher scores on the context variable 
increase the likelihood of perceiving local decline; negative values that higher scores 
decrease this likelihood.  

 
Figure 6 
Marginal effects of context on feelings of local decline, by country and level of education 



 
The presence of immigrants in a local area boosts feelings of local decline in all 

countries. In line with the hypotheses, this effect is more pronounced among respondents 
with a lower level of education, except for France. In the case of the UK and Germany, there 
is even no significant effect among the higher educated; in NL the effect is about twice as 
strong among the lower educated. Higher levels of unemployment are also associated with 
perceptions of local decline in all countries. Again, the effect appears moderated by 
education. In terms of effect size, unemployment has the largest overall effect on perceived 
local decline.  

Conversely, the effects of demographic decline are weak and inconsistent. We would 
expect the presence of more young people to be associated with less PRR support (even while 
controlling for the age of the respondent), but we find mostly null results or even positive 
effects.  

The second mechanism we investigate is moderation by level of neighborhood 
embeddedness. Figure 7 shows the marginal effects for different levels of embeddedness. 
Contrary to our expectations, it does not suggest that immigration, unemployment, or 
demographic composition matters most for those who identify most.  The effects are either 
similar across levels of attachment or sometimes even stronger for weak identifiers. We 
conclude that context effects depend much more consistently on people’s education (and thus 
their cognitive, economic and cultural resources) than their attachment.  
 
 



 
Figure 7 
Marginal effects of context on PRR support, by country and embeddedness 

 
Of course, our ultimate outcome of interest is PRR support. Because local decline increases 
such support (as the SEM model confirmed), it would follow that our context variables matter 
for this particular outcome too, especially among the lower educated. At the same time, the 
patterns should be weaker, as more considerations go into the ultimate vote choice than 
perceived local decline. This is indeed what we find. Table 3A in the appendix shows the 
marginal effects of the context variables on PRR support over values of the two moderators. 
The patterns are often (but not always) similar but weaker. 

In particular, we find that (again) immigration matters only among the lower educated 
in France and the Netherlands. The effects of unemployment are less robust, and only appear 
(somewhat) moderated by education in Germany and the Netherlands. Of the differences, the 
most striking one is that the effect of immigration is negative in the UK. Further analysis 
shows that this negative relation is driven by respondents from the London area, which 
suggests the most pro-immigrant (and UKIP-averse) Londoners are also most likely to live 
among immigrants.6 At any rate, demographic composition is not a consistent predictor.  

																																																													
6 See Maxwell (2018) for a similar finding about self-selection. 



We conclude that immigration and unemployment shape feelings of local decline, 
especially among those with few resources; and that this in turn matters downstream for 
patterns of PRR support in a more context-dependent but nontrivial way. 
 
Conclusions 
In this article, we set out to investigate the geographical patterns of PRR support using unique 
comparative source of geo-referenced data. We noted that any attempt to define the 
‘heartland’ of PRR support actually paints a contradictory picture, as some of the strongest 
PPR support can be found in and around some ethnically diverse cities (but not others), as 
well as in some economically challenged areas (but not others). It is not surprising that 
previous research on local conditions for PRR support has produced mixed results (Golder 
2003; Van der Brug et al. 2005; Bowyer 2008; Coffé et al. 2007; Arzheimer 2009; Rydgren 
and Ruth 2013; Hainmueller and Hopkins 2014; Stockemer 2015; Inglehart and Norris 2016; 
Savelkoul et al. 2017; De Blok and Van der Meer 2018; Janssen et al. 2019). Moreover, such 
research has used on different indicators and levels of aggregation for different countries. 
Thus, we aimed to contribute by studying the role of truly local conditions in a comparative 
way; theorizing how contextual conditions influence PRR support in four different countries. 
We proposed that local conditions affect PRR support through the perceptions of local 
decline. Moreover, we tested whether or not, and to what extent individual resources or 
embeddedness moderates this influence.  

Our findings confirm that, when measured at this lower level of aggregation, context 
does matter for PRR support, and we show that feelings of local decline mediate these 
concerns. We show that immigrant presence positively affects the perception of local decline 
across all four countries. Unemployment also increases the view that the local area is worse 
off than it was before (with the exception of the Netherlands). By contrast, demographic 
decline, i.e. a low percentage of youth, is not consistently linked to social decline perceptions. 
In turn, we find that such perceived social decline increases nativism and populism, which in 
turn consistently increases PRR vote intentions in all studied countries. Our findings further 
show that the contextual effects, with some exceptions, tend to be moderated by education. 
That is, higher educated individuals do not link perceived local decline to immigrant presence 
and economic hardship. These effects also translate into PRR support.  

Our findings have important implications for our understanding of the PRR and its 
geographical distribution, which at the same time point to some unanswered questions. First 
of all, our findings confirm that PRR support is indeed shaped by distinctly local 
considerations. While many previous studies have uncovered correlations between context 
and attitudes or vote choice, the mechanisms involve have not been investigated explicitly. 
Our study found that these effects are indeed, at least partly, due to explicit perceptions of 
local circumstances. Concerns over local decline in turn translate themselves in a package of 
grievances towards both political elites and immigrants. This can explain why concerns about 
immigration also exist in areas that do not experience any substantial immigrant presence. 
We theorized this ‘package deal’ to emerge because of elite cues, but further research is 
needed to understand how exactly citizens construct ‘blame’ in the face of decline. 



Secondly, our study confirms that context does not matter to the same extent for 
everyone. While almost self-evident, this is hardly modeled explicitly in studies of context 
and political behavior. We find that the higher educated are more likely to remain unaffected 
by contextual conditions, which we attributed to both their resources and embeddedness. 
However, a direct measure of embeddedness does not moderate the context effect in the same 
way. Perhaps behavioral measures, networks and social capital could provide a more 
‘objective’ measure of embeddedness that does moderate the effect of context (see e.g. 
Fitzgerald/Lawrence 2011). At any rate future studies of context and political behavior are 
advised to be sensitive to the possible potential moderation, because failing to do so can lead 
to a substantial underestimation of the role played by context. It also means that a glance at 
election outcome maps is not enough to understand the role of context, because these do not 
convey which proportion of citizens is ‘at risk’. 

Taken together, these implications complicate, but also enrich, our understanding of 
what PRR ‘strongholds’ are. Rather than inhabiting a single ‘heartland’, PRR support is 
geographically fragmented, drawing supporters in different types of areas for different 
reasons. At the same time, it is important not to overstate the role of context. Citizens’ views 
of the world are shaped by a multitude of factors, many of which are not specific to the local 
context, such as the (national) political debate and media environment. Where one lives does 
not predetermine ones political views. Still, the PRR is more popular in some areas than 
others, and this cannot be fully understood without being sensitive to the interplay between 
characteristics of individuals and their context. 

Of course, our study has various limitations. While the country-comparative element 
and the low spatial scale provide unique insights that were not available to previous studies, it 
also limits the availability of context indicators to common denominators. Country case 
studies could pick up the thread and study micro-macro interactions and the role of perceived 
local decline on a small scale using a broader set of ecological data. Furthermore, our case 
selection was restricted to four relatively urbanized Western European countries with a long 
history of immigration. It is likely that other factors play a role in countries with for instance 
lower densities. Finally, our measure of perceived local decline allowed investigating its role 
for the first time, but it provides little information about the exact content of this perception 
or the way it is formed. Future studies could study the way respondents relate to their 
evaluation on of their immediate environment politically in more depth. 
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Appendix 
 
Table A1 
Variations in measurement of contextual variables across countries

 
Table A2 
Variations in measurement of education level 
 
 UK Germany The Netherlands France 

Low education  Keinen Schulabschluss 
/ Volks- oder 
Hauptschulabschluss 

Basisschool / 
VMBO 

 

2  Mittlere Reife / 
Realschulabschluss 

MBO 1-3  

3  Fachhochschulreife MBO 4-plus  

High education  Allgemeine 
Hochschulreife) 

HBO / WHO  

 
 

  



Table 2A 
Multilevel pathmodel results United Kingdom (model 1) 
 
 PRR Threat Populism Decline 

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Within         

 Male .027* .011 -.018* .008 -.034*** .008 -.027* .012 

 Age -.147*** .013 .047*** .008 .079*** .008 .037** .012 

 Low education Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. 

 Med education .078*** .013 .073*** .008 .109*** .008 .014 .013 

 High education .144*** .013 .165*** .008 .180*** .008 .015 .013 

Between         

 Migration .176*** .034 .095* .040 .328*** .085 .210*** .028 

 Unemployment -.257*** .038 -.288*** .050 -.193** .067 .409*** .033 

 Youth -.073* .032 -.076* .036 .017 .049 .093*** .026 

RMSEA .017 

CFI .993 

TLI .947 

Chi2/df 30.122/5 

Note: *** = p<.001; ** = p<.01; * = p<.05. All coefficients are standardized. 

 

  



Table 2B 
Regression results France (model 1) 

 

 PRR Threat Populism Decline 

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Within         

 Male .075*** .012 -.018** .007 -.060*** .007 -.027** .010 

 Age .101*** .014 .196*** .007 .022** .008 .115 .011 

 Low education Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. 

 Med education .010 .013 .038*** .007 .017* .007 .028** .011 

 High education .014 .012 .147*** .007 .058*** .007 .047*** .010 

Between         

 Migration -.188*** .032 -.351*** .025 -.170*** .027 .076** .028 

 Unemployment .154*** .031 .277*** .027 .489*** .033 .335*** .030 

 Youth .004 .036 -.036 .029 -.008 .032 .042 .035 

RMSEA .022 

CFI .992 

TLI .939 

Chi2/df 55.337/5 

Note: *** = p<.001; ** = p<.01; * = p<.05. All coefficients are standardized. 

 

 

 

 

  



Table 2C 
Regression results The Netherlands (model 1) 

 PRR Threat Populism Decline 

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Within         

 Male .115*** .019 .063*** .013 -.019 .012 -.013 .021 

 Age -.103*** .019 -.016 .014 .041** .013 -.036 .023 

 Low education Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. 

 Med education -.088*** .021 -.152*** .016 -.171*** .015 -.029 .025 

 High education -.145*** .025 -.290*** .016 -.397*** .016 -.155*** .027 

Between         

 Migration .042 .087 -.283*** .069 -.060 .088 .625*** .093 

 Unemployment .048 .116 .011 .083 .367** .139 .175 .098 

 Youth -.223* .112 -.114 .075 -.298* .120 -.113 .090 

RMSEA .023 

CFI .997 

TLI .974 

Chi2/df 21.898/5 

Note: *** = p<.001; ** = p<.01; * = p<.05. All coefficients are standardized. 

	 	



Table 2D 
Regression results Germany (model 1) 
 
 PRR Threat Populism Decline 

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Within         

 Male .112*** .013 -.009 .008 .042*** .008 -.024* .011 

 Age -.098*** .014 -.090*** .008 .123*** .008 .019 .011 

 Low education Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. 

 Med education .019 .013 .103*** .008 .116*** .008 .032** .012 

 High education -.023 .014 .003 .008 .032*** .008 .021 .012 

Between         

 Migration -.197** .070 -.231*** .046 -.211*** .057 .530** .162 

 Unemployment .252*** .067 .195*** .044 .304*** .058 .573** .173 

 Youth -.261** .081 -.093 .051 -.066 .058 -.158 .099 

RMSEA .016 

CFI .997 

TLI .975 

Chi2/df 25.510/5 

Note: *** = p<.001; ** = p<.01; * = p<.05. All coefficients are standardized. 

 
 
 
 
 
  



Table 3A 
Marginal effects of context on feelings of PRR support, by country and level of education 

 

  



Table 3B 
Marginal effects of context on local decline, by country and embeddedness 
 

 


