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Abstract
With an increasing share of  voting-age residents without Austrian citizenship, Vienna is a striking example of  a boundary 
problem of  electoral participation. Without Austrian citizenship comes an exclusion from electoral rights at national, regional 
and, for some, also at European elections. The paper examines turnout rates and their socio-demographic covariates for 11 
elections on the aggregate level of  districts in Vienna, Austria, from 2004 to 2019. The analysis shows that aggregate turnout 
is statistically associated with socio-economic district characteristics, diversity within the electorate and the proportion of  
individuals not eligible to vote. To conclude, the paper discusses possible mechanisms behind the correlation of  electoral 
exclusion and turnout and provides perspectives for further empirical tests of  such mechanisms.
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Elektoraler Ausschluss von nicht-österreichischen StaatsbürgerInnen und 
Wahlbeteiligung in Wien

Zusammenfassung
Mit einem zunehmenden Anteil nicht wahlberechtiger WohnbürgerInnen stellt die Stadt Wien ein Paradebeispiel für das 
Boundary-Problem politischer Partizipation dar, in dem das Wahlrecht auf regionaler, nationaler und teilweise europäischer 
Ebene an die Staatsbürgerschaft geknüpft ist. In diesem Beitrag wird die Wahlbeteiligung in Wiener Gemeindebezirken in elf  
Wahlgängen von 2004 bis 2019 im Hinblick auf das sozio-ökonomische Profil, Migrationshintergrund und Wahlrecht der 
BezirksbewohnerInnen untersucht. Die Ergebnisse der Aggregatdatenanalyse zeigen einen statistischen Zusammenhang 
zwischen Wahlbeteiligung und sozio-ökonomischen Ressourcen, Diversität innerhalb des Elektorats und dem Ausmaß 
rechtlichen Ausschlusses der EinwohnerInnen vom Wahlrecht. In der Conclusio wird ein möglicher Ansteckungseffekt 
diskutiert, in dem (Nicht-)Wählen als sozialer Akt auch dadurch geprägt ist, ob Menschen in der Umgebung über ein Wahlrecht 
verfügen oder nicht. 
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1. Introduction

Due to high levels of  immigration and exclusive citi-
zenship laws, the proportion of  residents with foreign 
citizenship is increasing in several European countries, 
which contributes to a democratic deficit in form of  an 
incongruence between those entitled to participate and 
those affected by decisions made in a polity (Pedroza 
2015; Blatter et al. 2017; Bauböck 2018). When assess-
ing the input-legitimacy of  elections, it is therefore not 
sufficient to focus on turnout rates alone. Instead, it is 
necessary to also take electoral inclusion/exclusion into 
account in order to make statements about the degree to 
which the resident population participates in elections 
(Wigginton et al. 2020). 

This paper builds upon previous research on so-
cio-economic marginalisation and immigration and 
their implications for turnout (Schäfer et al. 2013; Bel-
lettini et al. 2014; Förster 2018; Ruedin 2018) by add-
ing electoral exclusion to models explaining aggregate 
turnout. The divergence between resident population 
and electorate is particularly pronounced in Vienna as a 
result of  exclusive (national) citizenship laws and high 
immigrant inflows, which have led to a rate of  29 per 
cent foreign citizens in the voting-age population of  Vi-
enna in 2019, 13 per cent of  whom are EU citizens and 16 
per cent third-country nationals. With its division into 
23 districts with varying socio-demographic profiles, 
Vienna presents an ideal case study for an analysis of  
spatial patterns of  turnout across districts. As the anal-
ysis builds on aggregated data, direct inferences on the 
individual level are not possible. However, the analysis 
identifies a need to further explore implications of  elec-
toral exclusion on turnout: Since voting is per se a social 
act (Bhatti/Hansen 2012), a widespread lack of  voting 
rights may have negative effects on the turnout of  those 
who are entitled to vote.

2. State of the Art 

As famously argued by Lijphart (1997), low turnout pos-
es a challenge for democracy as it implies unequal turn-
out, in particular with regard to social class. In a hypo-
thetical case of  full participation, full proportionality 
and one vote per person, all eligible citizens would have 
equal power in elections. However, since there is no full 
turnout, we may assume that some societal groups par-
ticipate more and others less, which is visible inter alia in 
spatial clusters. In other words, voters and non-voters 
are not distributed randomly across space. 

Many studies on electoral participation highlight 
the relevance of  spatial context for participation. Fol-
lowing a general rationale that political participation is 
a social act driven by interactions and networks (Verba 

et al. 1995; Bhatti/Hansen 2012; Fieldhouse/Cutts 2012; 
Siegel 2009; Nickerson 2008), which take place in geo-
graphic space, (non-)participation may also have an 
indirect effect on the participation of  one’s neighbours 
and social environment. While most studies on such a 
“contagion effect” focus on the household level (Von-
nahme 2012; Straits 1990; Bhatti/Hansen 2012), others 
stress the importance of  social norms of  voting (Gerber 
et al. 2008), social embeddedness in the neighbourhood 
(Förster 2018) or neighbourhood design (Hopkins/Wil-
liamson 2012). As such, there is a growing literature in-
vestigating spatial differences in participation and their 
macro-, meso-, and micro-level determinants (Cho/Ru-
dolph 2008; Schäfer et al. 2013; Schäfer 2013; Bartle et 
al. 2017; Cancela/Geys 2016; Geys 2006). Of  these fac-
tors, socio-economic characteristics and immigration or 
ethnic diversity in the neighbourhood were found to be 
relevant predictors of  turnout (Schäfer et al. 2013; Bel-
lettini et al. 2014; Bartle et al. 2017; Förster 2018). Since 
electoral exclusion qua citizenship and socio-economic 
marginalisation tend to intersect, it is necessary to in-
clude indicators of  socio-economic marginalisation as 
complementary factors in the analysis of  enfranchise-
ment and turnout. As such, district-level unemployment 
and income data are used to account for socio-economic 
marginalisation.

Importantly, such spatial patterns cannot be fully 
attributed to social networks alone, but even persist in 
analyses which control for formal interaction processes. 
Therefore, Cho and Rudolph (2008) suggest also consid-
ering very subtle ways of  interaction, such as observa-
tion and imitation. In this perspective, the participatory 
behaviour of  neighbours shapes one’s own participa-
tion, without necessarily requiring in-depth interaction 
or formal networks. Unlike the current scholarship on 
spatial patterns of  turnout, which focuses on individuals 
who can – but do not – vote, this paper examines wheth-
er those who cannot vote because of  their citizenship 
matter for the turnout of  those who can. On the example 
of  turnout rates in Viennese districts, it tests whether 
there is a contagion effect of  electoral exclusion. 

For aggregate-level studies on turnout, it is prob-
lematic to distinguish between a mere aggregation of  
individual-level factors for participation at neighbour-
hood or district levels and a genuine spatial effect of  
socio-demographic characteristics of  neighbourhoods 
or districts (Bartle et al. 2017; Smets/van Ham 2013). 
For instance, aggregate turnout levels may be related 
to unemployment rates simply due to the presence of  
unemployed residents with a lower probability to vote, 
or by an effect of  the presence of  unemployed residents 
on their neighbourhood (Cho/Rudolph 2008; Schäfer et 
al. 2013). To be sure, whether it is possible to make any 
inferences at individual level when relying solely on 
aggregated data is contested in social science research 
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(Geys 2006, 641; Hudson et al. 2010; King 1997). Thus, 
the paper provides a rough test on the correlations of  
turnout and electoral exclusion of  co-residents, but it 
requires further research combining macro- and micro- 
level data on how such a mechanism might work.

2.1 Immigration and Electoral Exclusion

At the individual level, there are various explanations for 
lower turnout rates of  people from migrant backgrounds, 
such as less interest in the politics of  the country of  resi-
dence, differences in socialisation, or fewer networks and 
less knowledge about opportunities to participate (Street 
2017; Bird et al. 2011; Just/Anderson 2012; Ruedin 2018; 
Cho 1999). Assuming that incentives to participate are 
not limited to an individual, but function in a neighbour-
hood context via casual observation and imitation (Cho/
Rudolph 2008), a greater share of  immigrants in the res-
ident population should lead to lower turnout. As such, 
living in a neighbourhood with a larger proportion of  
non-enfranchised or non-voting neighbours might make 
it less likely that people vote who might vote in another 
neighbourhood context, visible in aggregate turnout dif-
ferences. Research on aggregate turnout has shown that 
neighbourhoods with higher levels of  immigrants have 
indeed lower turnout (Bellettini et al. 2014): In addition, 
Förster (2018), on the case of  German national elections, 
shows that individual (reported) turnout is lower in areas 
with a higher proportion of  foreign residents even when 
controlling for a broad range of  individual-level factors 
influencing turnout. Importantly, Förster finds an effect 
of  foreign residents on turnout at a very narrow neigh-
bourhood level of  square kilometre grids, but not on the 
level of  German districts. Hence he concludes that “the 
effects are specific to sufficiently narrow measures of  
geographic locations” (Förster 2018, 61). These findings 
support an argument that electoral exclusion might mat-
ter for turnout, but require further empirical scrutiny in 
terms of  competing explanations for aggregate turnout 
levels, the level of  analysis and the role of  enfranchise-
ment rules, such as citizenship and electoral laws.

First, it is unclear whether immigrants within the 
electorate are the driver of  spatial turnout differences 
or the presence of  foreign citizens, who are not entitled 
to vote. Belletini et al. (2014) and Förster (2018) rely on 
a measurement of  the latter, but cannot specify wheth-
er ethnic diversity (regardless of  citizenship status) or 
electoral exclusion (dependent on citizenship status), or 
both are the main driving factor behind lower turnout in 
areas with higher shares of  foreign citizen residents. In 
order to make this distinction, I include measures for di-
versity within the electorate (percentage of  foreign-born 
voting-age Austrian citizens) and for residents outside 
the electorate (percentage of  non-enfranchised vot-
ing-age residents). 

Second, the electoral boundaries vary across differ-
ent election types (Arrighi/Bauböck 2017). If  electoral 
exclusion functions as a disincentive to vote in a neigh-
bourhood context, such an effect should be weaker in 
elections with inclusive eligibility rules, while an effect 
of  diversity within the electorate might be stronger in 
more inclusive (and therefore more diverse) electorates. 
Hence the effect of  electoral exclusion should be weaker 
in European elections, where EU citizens are entitled to 
vote. 

Third, a focus on cities may be more suitable to scru-
tinize the role of  electoral exclusion and diversity for 
turnout, because it is mainly cities which have to deal 
with electoral implications of  diversity and immigra-
tion (Stadlmair 2018). Consequently, it is necessary to 
complement findings on quasi-random neighbourhoods 
with greatly varying population density (Förster 2018) 
with studies focused on neighbourhoods with high pop-
ulation density and varying socio-demographic struc-
tures (Bellettini et al. 2014). 

3. Citizenship and Elections in Vienna

Vienna has an unusually high percentage of  foreign 
citizens among its residents, a result of  continuing im-
migration and exclusionary citizenship laws towards 
immigrants. Responding to the electoral implications 
of  this development, attempts were taken in the past to 
facilitate the naturalisation of  foreign residents and to 
extend electoral rights at the regional level to foreign cit-
izens (Stadlmair 2018). However, both approaches to the 
electoral inclusion of  these residents failed due to a rul-
ing of  the constitutional court in 2003 that forbade the 
extension of  voting rights to foreign citizens. In addition, 
a citizenship reform at federal level in 2006 curtailed 
the discretion of  regional authorities in the process-
ing of  naturalisation applications (Bauböck/Perchinig 
2006a). Electoral rights at the regional and national lev-
els remain limited to Austrian citizens while European 
elections are open to EU citizens (including Austrian cit-
izens, of  course; Stern/Valchars 2013). The proportion of  
foreign residents has continued to grow, reaching 29 per 
cent of  the voting-age population in 2019. 

In addition to changes in citizenship legislation and 
the constitutional court ruling preventing an extension 
of  electoral rights to non-Austrian citizens, the elector-
al system was amended in terms of  the minimum voting 
age and postal voting: In a federal reform of  2007, the 
active voting age was lowered from 18 to 16 years, which 
applies to all elections held in Austria (already in place 
in the Viennese regional elections in 2005). This reform 
does not seem to have had a substantial impact on turn-
out, as 16-18 year-old citizens seem to participate at about 
an average level (Zeglovits/Aichholzer 2014). The reform 
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of postal voting, however, may have brought an increase 
in turnout and potentially a greater social stratification 
of turnout, as postal voting tends to be used particular-
ly by individuals with higher education and income and 
younger people (Poier 2009). Thus institutional factors 
may have caused slightly higher turnout levels from 2007 
and simultaneously also greater social stratification. 
Apart from institutional settings, changes in turnout may 
also result from increased party system fragmentation 
and competition, especially at national level (Wineroith-
er/Kitschelt 2012; Bodlos/Plescia 2018; Dolezal/Zeglovits 
2014). For Viennese regional elections, the 2015 election 
was framed as a competition between Michael Häupl 
(SPÖ) and Heinz-Christian Strache (FPÖ) for the office 
of Mayor of  Vienna, which may also have triggered an 
unusually high turnout. To sum up, policy changes aimed 
at increasing electoral participation, in conjunction with 
increasing party system fragmentation and close election 
outcomes, may serve as an explanation for slightly in-
creased turnout over time (see Table 3 below).

 

4. Data and Methods 

Turnout is measured as voting-eligible population (VEP) 
turnout (Wigginton et al. 2020), which does not take the 
issue of  a substantial proportion of  foreign residents 
into account and is the default way of  reporting turnout 
in Austrian elections. This measure of  turnout is aggre-
gated at the level of  Viennese districts. 

Electoral exclusion is measured by the percentage 
voting-age residents with no voting rights at district 
level because they lack Austrian citizenship. Except 
for European elections, this measure is composed of  
third-country nationals and EU citizens. Following the 
distinction between electoral exclusion and immigrant 
(non-)voters as outlined above, a separate measure fo-
cuses on immigrants within the electorate. As such, the 
percentage of  voting-age Austrian citizens born outside 
Austria is taken as a measure for immigration-related 
diversity within the electorate. To be sure, this indicator 
includes naturalised individuals as well as those who 
were Austrian citizens from birth but were born outside 
Austria. It does not – unfortunately –include foreign cit-
izens who were born in Austria and naturalised since. 

The degree of  economic marginalisation of  Viennese 
districts is measured by their unemployment rates in the 
population aged 16 to 64, median income of  employees, 
and percentage of  residents with mandatory education 
only. As these items correlate substantially (Table 1), a 
principal component analysis suggests only one dimen-
sion, therefore these items are merged into a (z-stan-
dardised) index. Information on home ownership and 
other income percentiles would be valuable additions to 
the items described above, but are available only rarely 

for the district level in Vienna (Caren 2007; Bartle et al. 
2017; Geys 2006). 
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Unemployment rates 1

Median net income, 
employees 0.87 1

Mandatory education 0.96 0.91 1

Non-enfranchised 
residents 0.54 0.72 0.57 1

Foreign-born 
Austrian citizens 0.81 0.79 0.87 0.59 1

Note: all variables are z-standardised per election (group mean 
centred); First district excluded; N=242, except for mandatory education 
(N=154); Author’s own calculation; Data: Stadt Wien and Statistik Austria;

Table 1: Pearson’s r correlations of main items of interest

In addition to indicators on diversity within the elector-
ate, electoral exclusion and socio-economic marginali-
sation, I also included the proportion of  left-wing voters, 
age groups, population size and population mobility as 
controls at district level to provide a more comprehen-
sive socio-demographic view on aggregate turnout (Geys 
2006; Cancela/Geys 2016; Hooghe/Kern 2017; Wilford 
2019; Vallbé/Magre Ferran 2017). These are necessary to 
account for to get a clear picture of  the distinct relevance 
of  electoral exclusion and immigration on turnout, since 
citizenship intersects with age and unemployment as 
well as with district size and mobility (Wass et al. 2015). 
Left-wing votes are measured by the share of  Green and 
SPÖ voters out of  all valid votes for each election. To ac-
count for different age compositions across districts, 
I include an indicator on the rate of  residents aged 65+ 
years. Population size is logged. Population mobility is 
measured as the sum of  migration to and from a district 
into a foreign country or another Austrian region, divid-
ed by the total number of  residents per district and year. 
Table 2 provides summary statistics of  all variables used 
to examine aggregate turnout. All data were collected 
from the Annual Statistical Reports of  the City of  Vien-
na (Statistisches Jahrbuch der Stadt Wien, 2004-2017) and 
the Statcube application of  STATISTIK Austria.

The analysis proceeds in two steps: First, aggregate 
turnout levels and their correlation with socio-econom-
ic marginalisation, diversity within the electorate and 
electoral exclusion are examined descriptively across 
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districts. All variables were z-standardised for each 
election (group mean centering) to examine differences 
in district turnout within elections (Wenzelburger et al. 
2014, 103-104). 

In a second step, hierarchical regression analyses 
with districts nested in elections are conducted to see if  
these correlations still hold when controlling for other 
covariates. The models cover eleven elections (3 regional 
elections, 5 national elections, 3 European elections) and 
22 districts, leading to a total of  242 observations. The 
first district of  Vienna was excluded from the analysis, 
because it is fairly small and differs greatly from oth-
er districts in terms of  income and citizenship. Models 
excluding the first district seem more adequate, yet face 
a bias of  deliberately excluding observations from the 
analysis. Unless specified otherwise, the models include 
group mean centred, z-standardised predictors and ran-
dom intercepts for each election. Additional analyses in-
clude random slopes for the main independent variables 
of  interest (see Table 4), include the first district, use raw 
data and confirm the main findings (see Table 5). 

5. Analysis

Table 3 displays the turnout levels in the 23 Viennese 
districts for the past eleven elections. With two excep-
tions (2013 and 2019 national elections), they show an 
increase in average turnout for each election type over 
time, against a European trend of  decreasing turnout 
(Hooghe/Kern 2017). As mentioned above, there are 

some good reasons for increased turnout in recent elec-
tions, such as the introduction of  postal voting, par-
ty system fragmentation and (at least expected) close 
election outcomes (Poier 2009; Dolezal/Zeglovits 2014; 
Bodlos/Plescia 2018). Despite these average increases in 
electoral participation, differences between districts be-
came larger over time, indicated by standard deviations 
in Table 3. These basic descriptive findings point at the 
greater relevance of  spatial context for electoral partic-
ipation and suggest – in line with Förster (2018) – that 
diversity and electoral exclusion may have become more 
relevant for turnout in recent elections.

Turning to potential covariates of  aggregate turn-
out, bivariate analyses reveal that turnout is statisti-
cally correlated with indicators on economic margin-
alisation, education and migration-related diversity at 
district level, as indicated in Figure 1. Turnout is clearly 
higher in contexts of  higher median incomes and low 
unemployment (Pearson’s r: .89, significant at p<.001) 
and in contexts of  lower proportions of  residents with 
only mandatory education (Pearson’s r: .91, significant at 
p<.001). Furthermore, districts with a higher percentage 
of  foreign-born Austrian citizens present lower turnout 
(Pearson’s r: .85, significant at p<.001). The correlation 
between the percentage of  voting-age non-enfranchised 
residents and turnout is weaker, yet still substantial 
with a Pearson’s r of  .60 (significant at p<.001). All indi-
cators were z-standardised per election to obtain com-
parability across elections. As indicators on economic 
marginalisation and diversity within the electorate are 
correlated, it is necessary to test whether their statistical 

  Min P25 P50 P75 Max Mean SD N Year

District turnout 30.24 52.52 66.15 71.9 81.53 62.12 13.47 253 2004-2019

Residents aged 
65+ years 11.41 14.82 15.62 17.82 25.49 16.70 3.17 253 2004-2019

Population size 9.57 10.50 11.04 11.26 12.04 10.90 0.58 253 2004-2019

Population mobility 4.33 7.27 9.68 11.48 29.37 10.04 4.12 253 2004-2019*

Left-wing votes 31.37 47.02 52.13 58.60 68.32 52.24 8.14 253 2004-2019

Foreign-born 
Austrian citizens 8.63 11.56 12.80 14.31 16.64 12.92 1.78 253 2004-2019

TCN residents 4.99 10.67 12.73 17.44 25.45 13.71 4.75 253 2004-2019

EU residents 2.26 5.63 8.41 11.95 18.31 8.95 4.16 253 2004-2019

Non-eligible residents 4.99 14.10 20.43 26.08 41.65 20.55 8.01 253 2004-2019

Unemployment rates 2.62 5.70 7.28 9.11 16.29 7.62 2.74 253 2004-2019*

Median net income, 
employees** 79.09 90.63 105.22 113.12 161.56 104.45 16.31 253 2004-2019*

Mandatory education 8.88 14.48 19.86 26.93 35.18 20.72 7.04 161 2008-2017
* 2019 values not available at time of analysis (Spring 2020), used 2018 instead
** Standardised variable with 100 = median annual net income of employees across Vienna
Note: Author’s own calculation; Data: Stadt Wien and Statistik Austria

Table 2: Summary statistics
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associations with aggregate turnout still hold when con-
trolling for covariates.

Table 4 covers six multilevel regressions with predic-
tors added incrementally (Models 1-6). The first model is 
empty and only contains level 2 predictors (elections). 

With an intra-class correlation (ICC) of  .90, it underlines 
the necessity of  calculating multilevel models (Wenzel-
burger et al. 2014, 96). Model 2 contains only controls, 
showing higher turnout in smaller districts in terms of  
population size and in districts with a larger proportion 

Table 3: Descriptive statistics of turnout in Viennese districts

 Year Min P25 P50 P75 Max Mean SD N

National elections

2006 51.06 62.74 64.45 66.72 71.02 64.40 3.95 23

2008 64.60 67.33 69.69 71.74 76.70 69.94 3.16 23

2013 63.04 65.73 69.20 72.35 75.51 69.01 3.65 23

2017 69.18 72.47 76.07 78.78 81.53 75.67 3.95 23

2019 64.70 67.76 73.11 76.20 80.38 72.28 4.85 23

Regional elections

2005 55.52 59.46 60.23 62.10 66.53 60.81 2.41 23

2010 62.76 65.82 68.26 69.77 73.27 68.06 2.75 23

2015 69.26 72.50 76.06 78.04 80.97 75.38 3.44 23

European elections

2004 30.24 33.05 36.27 40.96 47.31 37.16 4.48 23

2009 36.04 39.61 44.74 49.96 54.31 44.77 5.40 23

2014 34.79 39.22 46.08 52.51 56.04 45.88 6.52 23

Total   30.24 52.52 66.15 71.90 81.53 62.12 13.47 253

 Note: author’s own calculation; Data: Stadt Wien;

Figure 1: Correlates of district-level turnout in Vienna, 2004-2019
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(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9)

Aged 65+ years (std) 2.26**
(0.38)

2.18** 
(0.28)

1.77** 
(0.26)

1.46** 
(0.27)

1.23** 
(0.33)

1.46** 
(0.27)

1.35** 
(0.25)

1.35** 
(0.24)

Population size (std log) -2.48**
(0.30)

-1.78** 
(0.22)

-1.34** 
(0.21)

-0.89** 
(0.25)

-0.93** 
(0.32)

-0.89** 
(0.25)

-0.74** 
(0.23)

-0.75** 
(0.22)

Population mobility (std) -0.02 
(0.28)

1.25** 
(0.22)

0.71** 
(0.22)

0.53* 
(0.22)

0.60* 
(0.27)

0.53* 
(0.22)

0.40* 
(0.20)

0.39* 
(0.19)

Left-wing votes (std) -0.13
(0.36)

1.33**
(0.28)

1.17**
(0.26)

1.12**
(0.25)

0.92**
(0.32)

1.12**
(0.25)

1.02**
(0.24)

0.98**
(0.24)

Non-enfranchised residents (std) -2.73**
(0.19)

-1.68**
(0.23)

-1.12**
(0.28)

-1.38**
(0.35)

-1.12**
(0.28)

-0.89**
(0.26)

-0.72**
(0.25)

Foreign-born Austrian citizens (std) -1.45** 
(0.21)

-1.18** 
(0.22)

-1.20** 
(0.30)

-1.18** 
(0.22)

-1.26** 
(0.31)

-1.25** 
(0.19)

Unemployment & median income 
index (std)

-1.32** 
(0.39)

-1.32** 
(0.39)

-1.50** 
(0.36)

-1.64** 
(0.48)

Unemployment, median income & 
mandatory education index (std)

-1.18* 
(0.50)

Intercept 62.13**
(3.86)

62.60**
(3.87)

62.45**
(3.86)

62.32**
(3.87)

62.39**
(3.87)

64.27**
(4.64)

62.39**
(3.87)

62.39**
(3.87)

62.40**
(3.85)

Random effects

Level 2 variance: Non-enfranchised 
residents

0.00
0.00

Level 2 variance: Foreign-born 
Austrian citizens

0.60
(0.31)

Level 2 variance: Unemployment & 
median income index

1.25
(0.61)

Variance (election) 163.17
(69.91)

164.05
(70.10)

164.03
(70.02)

164.33
(70.14)

164.22
(70.09)

150.84
(80.70)

164.22
(70.09)

164.27
(70.10)

162.69
(69.42)

Variance (residual) 17.14
(1.60)

7.91 
(0.74)

4.19 
(0.39)

3.47 
(0.32)

3.31 
(0.31)

3.07 
(0.36)

3.31 
(0.31)

2.71 
(0.26)

2.47 
(0.24)

N 242 242 242 242 242 154 242 242 242

N districts 22 22 22 22 22 22 22 22 22

N elections (level 2) 11 11 11 11 11 7 11 11 11

AIC 1439.26 1268.52 1123.82 1082.24 1073.29 678.53 1075.29 1048.12 1031.09

BIC 1449.73 1292.95 1151.73 1113.64 1108.18 708.90 1113.67 1086.50 1069.47
Standard errors in parentheses; * p<0.05, ** p<0.01

Table 4: Multilevel regression models on district turnout: random intercept (1-6) and random slope models (7-9)

of residents aged 65+ years. Adding the percentage of  
non-enfranchised residents to the model substantially 
improves model fit (lower aic/bic) and changes the co-
efficients of  two controls: Controlling for electoral ex-
clusion, mobile districts and those with a higher rate of  
left-wing votes have a significantly higher turnout. The 
effect of  electoral exclusion on aggregate turnout is – as 
expected – strongly negative and significant. When add-
ing a measure of  diversity within the electorate – namely 
the share of  foreign-born Austrian citizens – the statisti-
cal effect of  electoral exclusion becomes smaller, yet both 
predictors have significant and negative effects. Adding 
the index of  unemployment and median incomes further 
increases model fit. Again, the index has a significant and 

substantial negative effect on turnout. Adding informa-
tion on the rate of  residents with only mandatory educa-
tion to the index comes at the expense of  fewer observa-
tions (elections 2008-2017 only), but does not change the 
findings substantively in any way (Model 6).

In the next step (Models 7-9), the three predictors 
of  interest are added as random slopes in order to test 
whether their statistical association with turnout varies 
across elections. For the index of  unemployment and 
median income and the share of  foreign-born Austrian 
citizens, likelihood-ratio tests suggest adding random 
slopes. However, the illustrations in Figure 2 indicate 
that their effects are very similar across elections (fitted 
lines). Thus, even though random slopes improve the 
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models statistically, they do not alter the main findings 
in any way: All statistical effects are robust across the 
eleven elections covered in this analysis.

Since the proportion of  non-enfranchised residents, 
foreign-born Austrian citizens and the index of  econom-
ic marginalisation correlate (see Table 1), it may be nec-
essary to check for a possible interaction effect between 
these independent variables: Does the effect of  electoral 
exclusion depend on the degree of  economic marginal-
isation? The respective interaction terms of  the unem-
ployment and median income index, foreign-born Aus-
trian citizens and non-enfranchised residents in Models 
10-12 do not suggest any such interaction: Model fit 
decreases and the interaction terms are not significant. 
Hence, I conclude that the statistical effects of  electoral 
exclusion, diversity within the electorate and economic 
marginalisation on aggregate turnout are independent.

In contrast to national and regional elections, EU 
citizens are enfranchised in European elections, but 
third-country nationals remain excluded. In a separate 
analysis on European elections only (2004, 2009 and 
2014), the statistical association of  non-eligible residents 
and aggregate turnout should be weaker, because the pro-
portion of  excluded residents is much lower. Table 5 lists 
separate regressions for national and regional elections 
(Model 13) and European elections (Model 14). While the 

coefficients for the national/regional election model are 
very similar to the general models presented before, only 
the model on European elections is different: diversity 
within the electorate (foreign-born Austrian citizens), 
district size, and socio-economic marginalisation are 
more strongly associated with aggregate turnout in Euro-
pean elections, but the coefficient on the rate of  non-en-
franchised residents is positive and significant. Obvious-
ly, turnout patterns for European elections differ from 
other elections. However, since the model contains only 
66 observations, it should be interpreted with caution.

5.1 Robustness checks

Accounting for the nested data structure, the regression 
models presented above include random intercepts per 
election and group-mean centred, z-standardised pre-
dictors. The residuals (tested for Model 9, Table 4) show 
an even distribution over different fitted values and over 
different values of  the main independent variables, in-
dicating linear and homoscedastic estimates. Excluding 
12 outliers with standardised residuals of  >2 or <-2 does 
not spoil the substantial results (see Model 17). 

When including the first Viennese district in the anal-
ysis – which differs substantially from all other districts 
in terms of  its socio-economic profile (very wealthy, few 

Figure 2: Random slopes of regression models 7-9 (fitted lines)
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Interaction terms

National 
and regional 

elections
EP 

elections
Incl. 1st 
district

Raw 
predictors

Excluding 
outliers

(10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16) (17)

Aged 65+ years (std) 1.49** 1.34** 1.44** 0.58** 2.22** 1.89** 0.43** 1.33**

(0.30) (0.29) (0.28) (0.22) (0.36) (0.30) (0.08) (0.23)

Population size (std log) -0.89** -0.91** -0.89** -0.15 -1.82** -0.70* -1.45** -0.92**

(0.25) (0.25) (0.25) (0.20) (0.33) (0.28) (0.41) (0.22)

Population mobility (std) 0.52* 0.55* 0.51* -0.06 0.44 0.90** 0.14** 0.52*

(0.22) (0.22) (0.23) (0.18) (0.30) (0.25) (0.05) (0.20)

Left-wing votes (std) 1.13** 1.09** 1.12** 0.70** 1.17** 1.71** 0.18** 0.98**

(0.27) (0.25) (0.25) (0.21) (0.33) (0.28) (0.05) (0.22)

Non-enfranchised 
residents (std)

-1.12** -1.22** -1.12** -0.60** 1.38** -1.68** -0.19** -1.14**

(0.28) (0.29) (0.28) (0.23) (0.45) (0.31) (0.05) (0.25)

Foreign-born Austrian 
citizens (std)

-1.18** -1.20** -1.19** -1.63** -1.71** -1.89** -0.68** -0.98**

(0.22) (0.22) (0.22) (0.18) (0.30) (0.21) (0.13) (0.19)

Unemployment & 
median income index 
(std)

-1.30** -1.30** -1.33** -1.55** -3.57** 0.04 -1.39** -1.38**

(0.40) (0.39) (0.40) (0.31) (0.60) (0.40) (0.38) (0.34)

Non-enfranchised 
residents (std) X foreign-
born Austrian citizens

-0.03

(0.15)

Non-enfranchised 
residents (std) X 
unemployment & 
median income index

0.19

(0.17)

Foreign-born Austrian 
citizens (std) X 
unemployment & 
median income index

0.05

(0.18)

Intercept 62.41** 62.28** 62.36** 69.64** 43.08** 62.12** 72.66** 62.41**

(3.87) (3.87) (3.87) (1.67) (2.15) (3.86) (7.54) (3.89)

Variance (election) 164.14 164.49 164.18 22.14 13.73 163.59 189.93 166.64

(70.06) (70.20) (70.07) (11.10) (11.27) (69.84) (81.39) (71.11)

Variance (residual) 3.31 3.29 3.31 1.49 1.66 4.55 3.23 2.39

(0.31) (0.31) (0.31) (0.16) (0.30) (0.41) (0.30) (0.23)

N 242 242 242 176 66 253 242 230

N districts 22 22 22 22 22 23 22 22

N elections (level 2) 11 11 11 8 3 11 11 11

AIC 1075.25 1074.04 1075.23 635.85 256.29 1194.97 1069.40 953.15

BIC 1113.63 1112.42 1113.61 667.55 278.18 1230.31 1104.28 987.53

 Standard errors in parentheses; * p<0.05, ** p<0.01

Table 5: Multilevel regression models on district turnout: Interaction terms (10-12) and alternative model specifications (13-17)

residents) – the coefficients for non-enfranchised resi-
dents and foreign-born Austrian citizens do not change, 
but the index on unemployment/income becomes insig-
nificant (Model 15). This does not come as a surprise, as 
the first district has a very high median income level, but 
low turnout and thereby runs against the general trend. 

Using non-standardised, raw predictors (Model 16) 

contributes to a better model fit and confirms all main 
results presented above. Since the raw predictors vary 
more strongly over time (e.g., the proportion of  non- en-
franchised persons increased substantially over time), 
this approach deviates from the focus on variation within 
elections. Hence, group mean-centred models as pre-
sented above seem more adequate.
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6. Discussion

Even though turnout by and large increased in Vienna 
over the past 11 elections, turnout differences aggregated 
at the district level increased. When Lijphart discusses 
the implications of  turnout for inequality based on social 
class, he assumes that low turnout is more unequal than 
high turnout (Lijphart 1997). Surprisingly, in the elec-
tions covered in this analysis, heterogeneity increased 
with turnout, which suggests that participatory inequal-
ity is increasingly shaped by spatial context, including 
socio-economic marginalisation and electoral exclusion 
(Schäfer et al. 2013; Bartle et al. 2017; Förster 2018; Bel-
lettini et al. 2016). However, how can we interpret such 
spatial clusters of  electoral exclusion and turnout?

6.1 How may electoral exclusion affect turnout? 

Importantly, the use of  aggregate data does not allow a 
direct inference on the individual level, the interpreta-
tion is limited to the level and characteristics of  districts 
(Geys 2006). As such, the analysis shows that districts 
with lower enfranchisement have lower aggregate turn-
out, measured by the proportion of  non-enfranchised 
residents of  voting age. These findings allow two in-
terpretations: (a) as a spurious correlation, because the 
degree of  electoral exclusion qua citizenship tends to 
cluster with other contextually relevant factors, such 
as socio-economic marginalisation; this interpretation 
cannot be refuted entirely, but the statistical associa-
tions between non-enfranchised residents and aggre-
gate turnout is robust against various model specifica-
tions and added control variables, rendering a spurious 
effect unlikely; (b) or the findings can be interpreted as 
a contagion process in which the presence of  electorally 
excluded individuals inhibits the electoral participation 
of  those who are eligible. Just like voting, also non-vot-
ing can be regarded as a social act (Fieldhouse/Cutts 
2012; Bhatti/Hansen 2012), for which a lack of  voting 
rights in a neighbourhood may contribute to lower turn-
out among those who have voting rights. Low-intensity 
cues of  everyday interaction or simple imitation pro-
cesses might serve as a mechanism for such a contagion 
process (Cho/Rudolph 2008). Moreover, as voting is fu-
elled by social pressure (Gerber et al. 2008), such pres-
sure could be lower in a context where fewer people are 
eligible to vote. Förster (2018) takes a somewhat different 
perspective and highlights social isolation and conflict 
stemming from ethnic diversity as possible sources for 
lower turnout in neighbourhoods with high rates of  for-
eign citizen residents in Germany. How the mechanisms 
behind these statistical effects function is beyond the 
scope of  the data and analysis presented here and calls 
for further research including individual-level data. 

6.2 Limitations and perspectives for future research

The main caveat of  this analysis certainly lies in its rel-
atively high level of  aggregation by using district aggre-
gates. One could argue that a comparison of  Viennese 
districts is not ideal for an investigation of  socio-eco-
nomic and diversity-related context on turnout, because 
the underlying mechanisms may function at a lower 
than district level (Förster 2018). Therefore an analysis 
of  smaller administrative units, such as census or elec-
tion districts (Cho/Rudolph 2008; Bellettini et al. 2014), 
may reveal stronger effects of  socio-economic margin-
alisation and electoral exclusion. However, as the analy-
sis shows, differences in turnout for districts with vary-
ing degrees of  electoral inclusion/exclusion are visible 
even at a high level of  aggregation. 

In addition, the approach presented here does not 
include important individual-level predictors, such as 
political interest, social networks, or political efficacy 
(Smets/van Ham 2013). It is evident that more compre-
hensive data, based on smaller aggregation units or a 
combination of  individual-level and aggregate-level 
data would be preferable. Importantly, such individ-
ual-level data would have to be geo-coded and cover 
many observations within small spatial units and hence 
may be very difficult to obtain. However, given the sub-
stantial differences in turnout across Viennese district, 
the findings presented here call for further research on 
macro-level determinants of  turnout in urban contexts. 

These findings contribute to research on electoral 
rights as well as to research on turnout. On the one hand, 
this analysis is part of  the research on electoral inclu-
sion/exclusion (Pedroza 2015; Blatter et al. 2017; Earnest 
2015; Arrighi/Bauböck 2017). Here, scholars of  political 
inclusion/exclusion are primarily focused on policies, 
but may benefit from evidence on the consequences of  
electoral rights for participation for the whole of  soci-
ety, not just for electorally excluded individuals. In this 
vein, Vienna presents an ideal example, but the findings 
are by no means constrained to this case study. Since cit-
ies throughout Europe experience strong demographic 
changes as a result of  immigration (Crul 2016; Trenz/
Triandafyllidou 2017; Morales/Giugni 2011), the conse-
quences of  electoral exclusion for political participation 
are relevant for metropolitan areas across Europe. For 
cities, immigrant populations constitute a challenge for 
input-legitimacy, which requires efforts to stimulate par-
ticipation in various formats (Stadlmair 2018; Morales/
Giugni 2011). Understanding electoral participation as 
the core of  political membership, many scholars call for 
an extension of  voting rights to permanent residents 
(Pedroza 2015) or for promoting citizenship acquisition 
(Bauböck/Perchinig 2006b) in order to dampen spatial 
heterogeneity of  turnout and increase input-legitimacy 
of  democratic polities. The findings of  this analysis sug-



J. Stadlmair: Correlates of district-level turnout in Vienna: What role does electoral exclusion play? I OZP Vol. 49, Issue 2 11

gest effects of  electoral exclusion not only for the exclud-
ed, but also on the turnout of  their co-residents.
On the other hand, distinguishing between immigrants 
within the electorate (foreign-born Austrian citizens) 
and residents outside the electorate (third-country na-
tionals, at times EU citizens) allows for disentangling 
different notions of  immigration, diversity and citizen-
ship common in much research on turnout (Wigginton 
et al. 2020; Cancela/Geys 2016; Smets/van Ham 2013; 
Bellettini et al. 2016; Förster 2018). While the results 
show that districts with more immigrants within the 
electorate have substantially lower turnout, there is also 
some evidence of  an effect of  foreign residents outside of  
the electorate.

7. Conclusion

Overall, the analysis contributes three insights to the 
study of  spatial differences in aggregate turnout: First, 
inconclusive findings on immigration and diversity as 
factors influencing aggregate turnout may be avoided by 
distinguishing between diversity within the electorate 
and electoral exclusion qua citizenship (Cancela/Geys 
2016; Förster 2018). 

Second, the analysis suggests a possible contagion 
effect of  electoral exclusion: Turnout is lower in districts 
with a high proportion of  electorally excluded residents, 
also when controlling for important contextual covari-
ates such as diversity within the electorate and economic 
marginalisation. This finding supports theories on social 
pressure as a driver of  turnout (Gerber et al. 2008) and 
of  low-intensity cues for participation (Cho/Rudolph 
2008). As such, (non-)voters may respond to observa-
tions of  (forced) electoral absence with their own ab-
sence from elections. Importantly, this effect is driven 
by the institutional setting of  elections and citizenship. 
Expanding the electorate – as in European elections – 
may limit the relevance of  these factors substantially. 
Thus, there is a twofold ‘democratic potential’ of  enfran-
chising foreign residents (Pedroza 2015): It gives a voice 
to otherwise politically marginalised residents and it 
might affect the participation of  their co-residents. 

Third, the relevance of  such a contagion effect in-
creases in the context of  high levels of  unenfranchised 
residents and spatial turnout differences. Since aggre-
gate turnout and electoral exclusion intersect, there are 
districts in which the ratio between resident population 
and voting population becomes strongly imbalanced. In 
2019, Vienna’s 15th district had 77,621 residents, 66,736 
of  them of  voting age, of  which 39,246 were enfran-
chised for the 2019 national elections, of  which 25,975 – 
or 33 per cent of  the total population – effectively partic-
ipated in the election. This low coverage is concealed by 
a Vienna-wide turnout rate of  72 per cent. Therefore it is 

necessary to reflect upon adequate measures for turnout 
(Wigginton et al. 2020) and de jure inclusion/exclusion 
should be taken into account when assessing input-le-
gitimacy of  elections.
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