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Abstract
I explore the link between locally gaining from refugee acceptance and subsequent
support for refugee immigration. I leverage unique Finnish panel data about politicians’
policy preferences and their electoral success. Using a difference-in-differences design,
I find that across the political spectrum, politicians in poor rural areas become more
willing to take refugees after managing a reception center for asylum seekers and that the
electorate is in agreement with this shift. This favorable change in position is reversed
in wealthier urban municipalities. Receiving asylum seekers makes rural communities
think of refugee intake as a solution to their socio-economic problems. These results have
policy implications and offer lessons for rethinking the role of local economic context in
immigration attitudes.
Keywords: Asylum seekers, elite stances, immigration, immigration policies, refugees,
local economics, rural–urban divide
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Introduction

There is a consensus in the literature of comparative politics that cultural factors perform
better than economic ones in explaining the anti-immigration vote (Hainmueller and Hopkins
2014; Margalit 2019; Alesina and Tabellini 2020). Cultural explanations are helped by the fact
that while there is overwhelming evidence that immigration is beneficial for the local economy
in forms of increased innovation (Burchardi et al. 2020), increased foreign trade (Parsons and
Vézina 2018), by pushing the less educated natives to more demanding professions (Foged and
Peri 2016), and spending locally (Bodvarsson, Van den Berg, and Lewer 2008), immigration
and refugee shocks tend to lead to an increased anti-immigration vote (Dinas et al. 2019; Halla,
Wagner, and Zweimueller 2017; Otto and Steinhardt 2014; Dustmann, Vasiljeva, and Piil Damm
2018).
If the economic argument explains the anti-immigration vote, it explains it as competition
for public goods (Halla, Wagner, and Zweimueller 2017; Dahlberg, Edmark, and Lundqvist 2012;
Otto and Steinhardt 2014). However, the idea that immigrants and natives would compete for
the same welfare state amenities stems from the assumption that locals and newcomers are
engaged in a zero-sum game where someone is bound to get less as the population increases.
But what if the locality suffers from structural depopulation (Hedlund and Lundholm 2015),
and thus local services are under threat? This would be the case in sparsely populated areas
where instead of children competing for places in school classes, the local school is in danger
of being shut down due to under usage of the service (Lehtonen 2021). A similar fate would
await the local health clinic. The lack of residents in the municipality also means not having
enough residents to pay taxes and fulfill key roles in the local labor market.
A growing literature is indeed beginning to demonstrate that economic evaluations do shape
perceptions of immigration and asylum seekers both in local public opinion (Liao, Malhotra,
and Newman 2020) and among the local political elite (Shaffer et al. 2020). Where immigrants
and refugees are perceived and believed to contribute positively to the local economy they
are also viewed in a more positive light. But we don’t know if this economically-informed
view eventually materializes into electoral choices and ultimately, local policies. Existing work
has thus far failed to isolate and identify the potentially positive local economic effects of
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immigration and refugee inflows in an electoral setting because of various confounders and
research design weaknesses, often stemming from an inability to capture micro-level data.
Using a causal identification strategy leveraging unique panel data on politicians’ preelection pledges combined with their personal vote shares as well as municipality-specific socioeconomic measures, this paper argues that, when the economic benefits of refugees are clear
enough, the arrival of asylum seekers increases support for pro-refugee policies among both
policy-makers and the electorate. I leverage the 2015 refugee crisis in Finland1 to show how
preferences towards refugee policy changed at the local level in Finland between 2012 and 2017.
Due to Finland’s candidate-centered electoral system, it is possible to track the evolution of
individual politicians’ policy pledges over time and match them with their electoral success.
As the unexpected refugee crisis unfolded, the country saw some municipalities suddenly
and without their consent receive asylum-seekers while some otherwise similar municipalities
did not. Crucially, Finnish municipalities are autonomous and exercise vast powers in financing
and designing their public services. Even more importantly, Finland has vast rural areas where
municipalities struggle to run their public services due to population shortages, and where new
inhabitants would mean much needed local tax-payers and users of public services that are in
danger of being shut down. Thus, Finland is a crucial case where the sudden arrival of asylum
seekers should make locals understand their positive economic benefits because refugee arrivals
should translate into clear and much needed local economic benefits.
Results show that the arrival of asylum seekers in 2015 to these economically struggling
rural areas led to a significant increase in support for refugee intake across the political spectrum, including the otherwise anti-immigration populist radical right party. This is ultimately
reflected in the composition of the newly elected municipal councils, as the electorate rewards
these stances. Councils in rural areas suffering from population losses turn out to be more than
1

Of all European countries affected by the refugee crisis, Finland witnessed the largest rise

in applications compared to the previous year (+822%) and received the 4th highest number
of asylum seekers per capita (Eurostat). Much like other medium-sized countries in Europe,
Finland has not been a destination country for immigrants historically, but has now begun to
face quite rapid demographic changes.
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a standard deviation more supportive of refugee intake in the municipality and these municipalities also later volunteer to take refugees. This is in contrast to trends in wealthier urban
areas that are less reliant on immigration to maintain their wealth and services.
The contribution of this paper is twofold. Firstly, no study to date has managed to unite the
two sides of policy making, elite proposals and electoral rewards for them, under one identification strategy. Currently, all research regarding responses to refugee arrivals and immigration2
is limited to capturing public attitudes either in the form of votes or surveys, which only have
an indirect impact on legislation – after all, policy decisions are mediated by elected officials.
Secondly, the existing literature has demonstrated that the local context to which immigrants and refugees are received matters and explains some of the perceived heterogeneity in
reactions (Dancygier 2010; Steinmayr 2020). In contrast to previous research designs, this paper leverages micro-level data both at the supply side (candidates) and the demand side (local
electorate) and matches these with micro-level socio-economic data. Asylum seekers arrive
in sometimes vastly different contexts, so that any study using cross-sectional data would be
marred by confounding variables due to inherent differences between regions.
The results presented in the paper question the widely held assumption that economic benefits of immigration go unnoticed by the electorate and that refugee arrivals always lead to antiimmigration sentiment and legislation. While rural areas are more anti-refugee at the baseline
level, this is reversed when they have concrete experience of asylum seekers making a positive
contribution to the local socio-economic situation, lending empirical evidence to sociotropic
theories for explaining immigration attitudes. In other words, the results give credence to the
idea that if immigrants and refugees bring money to the local areas, the reception will be more
favorable. Finally, these results have policy implications: they open a way to investigating the
receptiveness of rural areas suffering from population losses to refugee accommodation.
2

Refugee immigration is a sub-type of immigration that differs from voluntary immigration

in many features. Refugee immigration is more regulated by international conventions and is
more connected to public subsidies than voluntary immigration. This paper looks at support
for long-term local integration of refugee immigrants.
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Immigration and the local context: theoretical
expectations

The sudden increase of asylum seekers acts as an exogenous shock that is likely to exercise
pressure on candidates. Theories of spatial party competition in multi-party systems would
expect candidates and parties to scope out their policy shifts in response to other parties
and according to their comparative advantage on the electoral market (Adams and SomerTopcu 2009). However, at the candidate level, a number of factors might intervene, such as
a candidate’s personal track record, a candidate appealing to a niche group rather than the
electorate at large, and district-specific characteristics. Moreover, looser party discipline, which
is the case in Finland, means that there may be quite substantial intra-party variation across
candidates and different regions. Consequently, rather than looking at how parties respond to
asylum seeker arrivals, it is more beneficial to examine the candidates themselves and their
personal electoral support.
At present, we have very limited knowledge on candidate-level attitudes to refugees and immigration. A recent study by Shaffer et al. (2020) demonstrates with a conjoint experiment that
in the US local elected officials have favorable attitudes to refugee intake in general, especially
if the refugees bring economic assets with them and have good language skills. However, these
preferences are expressed preferences of the elite and we don’t know how candidates campaign
regarding the issue and if the electorate lends support for such positive policy stances. So far we
know that if the elite opposes immigration, public opposition also increases (Jones and Joesten
Martin 2017) and that legislators respond with anti-immigration policies to growing opposition
to immigration amongst the public (Ford, Jennings, and Somerville 2015). Jensen (2020) shows
that refugee arrivals increased the number of working-class candidates in Denmark, presumably
because refugee arrivals mobilize those whose jobs face competition by the new arrivals. Thus,
if anything, immigration shocks would increase the number of anti-immigration candidates and
legislation, which does not reinforce the pro-refugee elected official thesis. In other words, elites
might be aware of the positive sociotropic effects of immigration, but current research does not
detect it in electoral campaigns. Gamalerio (2019) provides a possible answer as to why this
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is observed: the author shows with survey data that on average, mayors in Italy are aware of
fiscal grants for hosting refugees and also think that immigration would be beneficial for the
local economy, but refrain from refugee accommodation because they fear public backlash and
personal electoral losses. In short, while the elites may know that immigration is good for the
local economy, the electorate will not.
Indeed, citizen-level studies show very strong negative sentiments around the issue of immigration. Immigration and refugee inflows have boosted the vote share of parties with antiimmigration platforms and reduced support for immigration (Dinas et al. 2019; Hangartner et
al. 2019; Harmon 2018; Halla, Wagner, and Zweimueller 2017; Barone et al. 2016; Otto and
Steinhardt 2014). In the economics literature, the proposed mechanism is that immigration
creates increased competition for welfare state amenities, such as school classes and healthcare.
Immigration is thus also linked to decreased support for the welfare state and redistribution
(Dahlberg, Edmark, and Lundqvist 2012; Lindqvist and Östling 2013). In short, the more diverse the society is, the less redistribution makes sense to natives because there is an increased
demand, financing the services seems harder, and the willingness to do it drops as the cultural
distance between local residents grows. In other words, conflict theory, increased competition
for finite goods, seems to explain at least parts of the anti-immigration vote.
Some deviations from this pattern pose a challenge to this narrative. Steinmayr (2020) and
Vertier and Viscanic (2018) find that refugee arrivals lead to a decrease in far-right voting in
refugee hosting localities. In both cases the authors explain this by contact theory – actually
coming into contact with refugees will reverse this otherwise universal negative reaction. The
contact theory has gained support from other authors too: Andersson and Dehdari (2020) show
that when natives have immigrants as colleagues they are less likely to vote for anti-immigration
parties and Barone et al. (2016) and Dustmann, Vasiljeva, and Piil Damm (2018) propose that
cities enable more meaningful interactions between natives and immigrants, thus enabling contact theory to work. There is thus quite compelling evidence that contact attenuates negative
reactions.
However, there might be an alternative theory to explain why Steinmayr (2020) and Vertier
and Viscanic (2018) find positive reactions: in both cases the samples consist of small towns or
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villages. This does not only mean that contact is more likely to happen – although this is far
from clear because both Dustmann, Vasiljeva, and Piil Damm (2018) and Barone et al. (2016)
suggest that contact is more likely to happen in cities – but it also might be that these small
localities have a different economic context form large cities and there is simply less competition
for welfare amenities due to a smaller population size. Moreover, in many parts of Western
Europe, some rural municipalities are suffering from a lack of users for these services and this
lack of usage puts the municipalities’ welfare services at risk. In other words, not only is there
no competition for these services, but new people might actually increase usage and thus justify
their existence. If this is the case, we might falsely attribute positive reactions to increased
contact, whereas it might be the reverse of the conflict theory, that is, new population actually
helps to maintain public services.
On a related note, some recent research is showing that economic effects, measured as local
economic gains and expenses, might explain regional variation in support for immigration also
at the citizen level. Baerg, Hotchkiss, and Quispe-Agnoli (2018) suggest that undocumented
immigration triggers opposition mainly among voters from wealthy areas who would have to
bear the costs for the social security of immigrants. (Liao, Malhotra, and Newman (2020))
find that positive local economic shocks generated by Chinese investment produce positive
sentiments towards Chinese people.
This latter acknowledgement of local economic benefits of immigration is an interesting contrast to the studies that show how citizens are unresponsive to information about immigration.
While several studies have shown that immigration boosts the receiving areas’ economy in several ways, such as improving local international trade (Parsons and Vézina 2018), increasing
innovation (Burchardi et al. 2020), pushing the local workers to more productive jobs (Foged
and Peri 2016), and spending locally (Bodvarsson, Van den Berg, and Lewer 2008), these positive effects seem to do little to change the natives’ overall overwhelmingly negative evaluations
of immigrants. Moreover, these negative perceptions seem to be so deeply rooted in natives’
minds that providing them with correct information does very little or nothing to correct them
(Alesina, Miano, and Stantcheva 2018). While the literature offers measured local economic
benefits of immigration, with the exception of Liao, Malhotra, and Newman (2020), the respon-
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dents’ evaluations tend to come from more macro levels than the reported economic benefits.
Being able to link the economically affected areas to the level of policy preferences might shed
more light on this debate.
Moreover, these economic benefits are needed more in some places and less in others. If a
municipality is wealthy enough on its own without any external shocks, any possible positive
economic benefits of immigration are likely to go unnoticed. On the other hand, if a deprived
area receives an external immigration shock and this results in economic benefits, these communities should in theory react more positively to these shocks, or at least be more aware of them.
However, existing research is very unanimous about rural areas being systematically more opposed to immigration and refugees (Maxwell 2019; Cramer 2016; Rodden 2019; Dustmann,
Vasiljeva, and Piil Damm 2018). Existing literature on rural–urban differences in immigration
attitudes argue that more conservative people self-select to live in rural areas, whereas in addition to having more liberal residents, cities also benefit economically more from cheap labor
(Harmon 2018; Barone et al. 2016). But what happens if a rural area’s economy would also
benefit from immigration? Will that have an effect on the more conservative baseline outlooks?
In contrast to previous literature, I argue that labels such as “rural” and “urban” or even
“contact” might correlate with larger socio-economic contexts. Instead of population size or
the type of the locality, the question we should be asking is “Do the natives connect refugee
flows with local and lived gains or expenses?” This can be tested in this case with the following
related hypotheses:
H1: In areas with structural problems in maintaining public services people will react positively to asylum seekers.
H2: In areas without structural problems in maintaining public services people will react
negatively to asylum seekers.

3

The 2015 refugee crisis and the Finnish political context

The Finnish case is ideal both for establishing the local economic effects of housing asylum
seekers and for measuring its policy implications. Finnish municipalities are autonomous enti-
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ties that decide on their budgets and have powers to set and collect their own taxes. While the
constitution requires municipalities to provide core social and welfare services such as education, social housing, and health care, municipalities themselves decide how to implement and
fund these services. The wealthier the municipality is, the less it relies on taxing its residents
and the easier it is for it to fulfill the services dictated by the constitution. If a municipality
is struggling to fund these basic services, the state has the power to force a municipal merger,
in which a struggling municipality is required to join a wealthier neighboring municipality.
Research (Harjunen, Saarimaa, and Tukiainen 2019) has shown that these mergers harm the
municipality and thus it is in the locals’ interest to try to avoid such a merger.
In addition to funding these services, municipalities also need a sufficient amount of users of
these public services, as municipalities are entitled to state aid to fund needed welfare amenities
that it otherwise would not be able to fund: the more children residing in a given municipality,
the less likely it is that the local school gets shut down, even if the municipality is not able to
bear the costs of it. This means that the Finnish political system has all the prerequisites for
immigration shocks to positively affect the local economy and for the locals to be both aware
and in need of it.
In terms of measurement, Finland has high-quality data about politicians’ policy preferences
over time that can be matched with their personal vote shares. In addition, 2015 acted as a clear
external shock to the Finnish system. That year, the country saw a steep rise in applications
for asylum: the previous average of 3,000–4,000 asylum seekers per year increased to 32,476,
most of them arriving between September and December. Moreover, the municipalities received
vastly different numbers of asylum seekers and some none at all. This enables me to establish
a plausible counterfactual about how this external shock affected policy stances.
In August and September 2015, asylum seekers reached Finland mostly via Sweden and
entered the country in Lapland on foot near the border town of Tornio. The state reacted
by establishing a distribution center in Tornio where the arrivals were registered and then distributed the asylum seekers in order of registration3 across Finland based on wherever reception
3

This way of distribution is for the purposes of this analysis as good as random, as there

are no discernible patterns in which types of asylum seekers were sent to each location, because
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centers had free space. Reception centers were established at short notice in any municipality
that had available housing, and the local population had no scope to intervene in this decision
(even though in many places citizens protested actively).4
On the whole, however, Finnish citizens were not so concerned about opening reception
centers, but rather about their socio-economic implications. A survey run at the height of
the refugee crisis in August 2015 showed that an overwhelming majority of citizens accepted
the establishment of new reception centers. However, respondents were concerned about the
generous subsidies the asylum seekers received and feared that they would never pay taxes and
fail to integrate into society. (See tables A3 and A4 in Appendix A.) Rural respondents were
systematically more skeptical of asylum seekers than urban respondents. (See tables A5 and A6
in Appendix A.) Accordingly, politicians’ baseline refugee stances in 2012 were less welcoming
towards refugees in rural areas than in urban areas.5
The application process is handled by the Immigration Office, and the national government
bears all the expenses. Asylum seekers are free to move in the area, to study and, three months
after filing for asylum6 , to work. At the end of the process, the applicant is either returned to
the country of origin or granted asylum. Once granted asylum, refugees have two options: if
they feel capable of starting an independent life on their own, they are free to move anywhere
in Finland. Alternatively, they are offered to take part in a state-subsidized integration scheme
organized by a given municipality that has agreed to take refugees.7 It is up to municipal
the purpose of the process was to find free places for each arriving asylum seeker as quickly as
possible to make way for the newcomers.
4

For potential self-selection bias, see robustness checks.
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On a scale from 1 (Strongly agree) to 4 (Strongly disagree), the politicians’ mean response to

the statement My municipality should receive refugees that have been granted asylum in Finland
was 1.97 in urban areas and 2.45 in rural areas, with statistically significant difference between
the groups. However, there are no ceiling effects, as there is still more than one standard
deviation’s room for pro-refugee shifts in urban areas for both public opinion and politician’s
issue stances.
6

Six if the applicant does not have a passport.
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For more information on the scheme see: https://kotouttaminen.fi/en/online-manua
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councils to decide whether to accept refugees in line with this program. Thus the principal
dependent variable of this paper, whether or not a municipality should take refugees under
this scheme, is one of tangible policy outcomes. By casting their votes for candidates of a
certain stance, the electorate gets a chance to influence the municipality’s refugee intake for the
next council’s tenure. In fact, the Finnish state has had problems in accommodating refugees
because it cannot force any municipality to do so. Volunteering for the integration scheme is
a decision that a municipality takes with full autonomy, while the management of a reception
center for asylum seekers is a national matter beyond the municipality’s scope of control.8

4

Data and methodology

Compared to aggregate-level data and national election results, municipality-specific data make
it possible to tease out intra-party variations in policy responses to asylum seeker arrivals.
As open-list systems have looser party discipline (Carey and Shugart 1995), what candidates
propose and how they get rewarded varies by electoral context (Hyytinen et al. 2018; Matakos
et al. 2018). Due to this loose party-discipline and the observed intra-party variations across
regions, this paper is able to identify shifts in candidates’ policy proposals, rather than look at
spatial differences among parties. In other words, how did individual candidates change their
position overtime? Looking at a candidate’s opinions provides a direct measure of the evolution
of refugee policy stances. Whether candidates modify their stances due to personal convictions
or to please voters, what matters for actual policies are the pre-election policy pledges and the
materialized policy outcomes.9 Moreover, policy pledges can be treated as expressed preferences
with consequences because politicians make them with the hope of harnessing enough votes to
l-on-refugee-reception(visited on 05/13/2021).
8
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This paper remains agnostic about the reasons behind the candidates’ answers, but treats

them as a manifestation of the constituency’s political climate.

10

be elected to office.10
The candidate-level data on policy pledges are generated by the popular11 Finnish Voting
Advice Application (VAA) system.12 In a candidate-centered system, candidates from the same
party may differ greatly. Therefore, the VAA system allows candidates to fill in pre-structured
online surveys to announce their support or opposition for a set of proposed policies. Voters
can then fill in the same survey, and a pre-set algorithm calculates their best match. It is in
the candidates’ interest to fill in the questionnaire as accurately as possible in order to attract
the maximum number of the type of voters they are targeting. Candidates view this platform
as a chance to announce their opinions and answer the questions carefully. VAAs thus not only
give candidates a chance to maximize their votes, but also serve as a pledge for how they would
personally vote in the council once elected, meaning that they can be held accountable for how
they answer.
The primary outcome variable of this study is the potential change in candidates’ responses
to the question My municipality should receive refugees that have been granted asylum in Finland.13 . This question is indeed optimal for capturing support for immigration, as the lowest
10

The asylum seekers who arrived in the summer of 2015 were excluded from the April 2017

municipal elections, hence their presence did not influence the outcome.
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VAAs are widely used in Finland, see Appendix B. Filling in a VAA is not compulsory but

candidates who do perform better. There is no discernible difference between the respondents’
profile and the response rates between areas that received asylum seekers and areas that did
not.
12

For literature on VAAs and their usage, see for example Rosema, Anderson, and Walgrave

(2014). For VAAs in political science in the Finnish context, see Matakos et al. (2018).
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Both in English and in Finnish, this question can be interpreted as either “my municipality

should in, my opinion, take in refugees” or “my municipality should, by law, be required to
take in refugees”. However, as the answers range from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree”
candidates should, and in practice do, understand that this is a normative statement that they
either agree or disagree with, in line with all the other normative statements in the survey.
Other questions include, for example, “Elderly people should have a free place in a care home”,
“We should prioritize jobs over environmental values”, and “Privatizing the healthcare system
brings savings and efficiency to the municipality”.
11

overall agreement is found among the openly anti-immigration Finns’ Party and highest among
the openly pro-immigration Green Party.14
This question was asked both in 2012 and 2017 in the largest nationwide VAA run by the
Finnish Broadcasting Company YLE (N = 16,740 in 2017 and N = 19,330 in 2012). I examine
the change in responses to this question from the same candidates between 2012 and 2017 as
a function of their constituency having hosted asylum seekers in 2015. Due to the majority
of candidates only running once, the number of candidates who ran twice and filled in the
questionnaire both times is 5,763. After subtracting the candidates in areas with existing
reception centers, this leaves 4,310 relevant responses. The data are also matched with the
number of votes that each candidate received in the municipal elections in 2012 and 2017, and
municipality-specific demographic and economic information, obtained from Statistics Finland.
These data are matched with the candidate’s exposure to asylum seekers in 2015–2016. In
order to correctly assess the impact of asylum seekers in each context, the treatment indicator
is calculated by dividing the total number of places in a newly established reception center by
the total number of inhabitants in the municipality (asylum seekers are not included in the
official statistics).
The maximum capacity is used to measure treatment intensity15 , as no information is available about the number of asylum seekers in each municipality at the given time points. Standard practice in 2015 was that pre-existing centers were filled first, after which new ones were
opened and filled to the maximum right away. Maximum capacity is thus a realistic measure
of treatment intensity. To measure the intensity of asylum seeker arrivals as accurately as possible, I also count the number of days during which the reception center was operational.
Existing pre-treatment levels of asylum seekers and changes in these numbers can be expected to trigger differing reactions to first-time exposure to asylum seekers (Kaufmann and
Goodwin 2018). I therefore exclude all the municipalities that had asylum seekers’ reception
14

For descriptive statistics on the distribution of the outcome variable, see tables A1 and A2

in Appendix A.
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For simplification purposes, this will always be referred to as “asylum seekers per capita”,

although realistically it means “beds in reception center per capita”.
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Figure 1: Distribution of the treatment variable, defined as the share of asylum seekers per
capita in the municipality.
centers in place prior to 2015. Of the 295 municipalities in mainland Finland (the autonomous
Åland Islands excluded), 87 opened new reception centers and 22 already had a reception center in place. This leaves a control group of 186 municipalities that received no asylum seekers.
The share of asylum seekers per capita varies between 0 and 8.7% of the municipal population.16 As can be seen in Figure 1, the distribution is positively skewed. To make sure that the
results are not driven by outliers, I also use the natural logarithm of the treatment variable as
a robustness check.
The only prerequisite for treatment was available housing. This has implications for the
research design, as urban areas are more likely to be able to offer housing. Moreover, if the
municipalities have self-selected to receive asylum seekers, the estimates will be biased. To
alleviate concerns that municipalities would have volunteered to house asylum seekers and that
any change in policies would thus be endogenous with the treatment, I analyze the results
16
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of a survey run by the Finnish Broadcasting Company YLE in September 2015 that asked
incumbent mayors and chairmen of municipal councils about the prospects of establishing a
reception center in their municipality. At the time, the existing reception centers were filling up
quickly and the Immigration Office was beginning to look for new options. Of all respondents,
50% replied that they would welcome a reception center, 35% were unsure of their stance and
15% said they would oppose it. 31% of favorable municipalities ended up getting a reception
center in the course of 2015–2016 and 29% of those that rejected the idea still saw one open
in their municipality. The small difference between the realized outcome for the willing and
unwilling municipalities alleviates any concerns of self-selection into the treatment.17
Most of the established reception centers, 67 out of a total of 92, were opened in partnership
with private landlords such as hotels and private hospitals that made use of the opportunity to
rent out their facilities. In this way, the Immigration Office was independent of the municipal
council and avoided the process of getting municipal approval for the centers. However, in 25
municipalities, the Immigration Office used municipality-owned premises, which required the
municipalities’ consent. To address the possible self-selection of the 25 municipalities where
the premises were municipally owned, I conduct further tests in the robustness section to show
that the estimates hold across different treatment definitions.

4.1

Empirical strategy

I will begin by estimating the general net effect of the intensity of exposure to asylum seekers
on support for future refugee intake. Once I have established the net effect, I will turn to
interacting this treatment variable with socio-economic features of the municipality that can be
theorised to explain heterogenous treatment effects: population size (contact) and municipality
wealth (local economics).
To examine the net effect of receiving asylum seekers on policy pledges and electoral fortunes, one would need to be able to rule out all confounding factors. This is especially challenging at the individual level, where numerous observable and non-observable candidate-level
17
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characteristics can explain a given candidate’s policy preferences and electoral fortunes. Moreover, the allocation of asylum seekers to municipalities is not a random process: in order to
house asylum seekers, the municipality needs to have available housing. This condition makes
cross-sectional studies unreliable, as units with and without available housing might also differ
on non-observable characteristics.
To overcome these problems, I utilize a difference-in-differences strategy that measures the
internal change within treated and non-treated units and then subtracts the change between
these units to establish the average treatment effect of the treated (ATT). I first calculate
how local politicians’ VAA responses changed between 2012 and 2017 in areas that received
asylum seekers and contrast this with how politicians’ responses changed in areas that did not
(counterfactual). The quantity of interest is the ATT, and it is estimated by the following setup:

(1)

α = {E[Yi2017 |Di = 1] − E[Yi2012 |Di = 1] − E[Yi2017 |Di = 0] − E[Yi2012 |Di = 0]}

where Di is a treatment variable that equals 1 when municipality i housed asylum seekers in
2015 and is 0 if the municipality did not. To estimate α at the candidate level, I use the
standard fixed effects regression:

(2)

Yjit = δt + λj + α Treatmentit + Xit β + εjit

where Yjit is the stance of candidate j in municipality i, in time t, δt is a year-specific fixed
effect, λj is a candidate-specific fixed effect, Treatmentit is the continuous treatment variable
that switches on when the municipality received asylum seekers, Xit β is a vector of timevarying covariates and εjit denotes the error term. The ATT is given by α. To account for
heteroskedasticity and serial correlation, I cluster standard errors at the municipality level.
Having candidate-level fixed effects means in-built party and municipality fixed effects, as
I only match candidates that ran in the same municipality for the same party at both time
points. In practice, this means that any possible personal confounding factors are controlled
for, as well as any time-invariant municipality-specific characteristics.
However, some municipality-specific attributes might change over time, such as the share
15

of foreigners and graduates or the level of urban density. To make sure that these time-varying
features do not drive the results, I add time-varying and demographic control variables.18 These
controls are: the level of urban density (measured as the share of buildings fewer than 200 meters
apart), the share of foreigners, population in- and outflows, the share of Swedish speakers19 as
well as the share of people with higher education. All these controls are used to account for
changing economic or demographic conditions driving the results rather than the treatment.
These controls also address the fact that urban areas were more likely to receive asylum seekers
than less urban areas. To avoid the “bad controls” problem (Angrist and Pischke 2009), I do not
include any controls that could themselves be affected by the treatment. These are economic
attributes that I will later use as outcomes because the intervention might affect the economic
performance of the municipality directly.
The above model is conditioned on officials running for office twice. However, deciding to
either quit or join the race in 2017 could be a treatment effect in itself. To check whether
compositional effects at the party level differ from individual effects, I relax the candidate fixed
effects to extend the study beyond those candidates who ran twice and include all candidates
who answered the refugee question at either time point. Appendix C has more information
about this model. Preferences for refugee intake might not only be affected by how intense the
presence of asylum seekers was, but also by how long they stayed in the constituency, in line
with the contact theory (Steinmayr 2020). I include a test for this mechanism in Appendix C
with equation 3.
I finally inspect how the candidates’ electoral fortunes are affected by their stance on immigration in receiving and non-receiving municipalities. I do this in two ways: First by using as an
outcome the personal vote share of each candidate multiplied by their stance on refugee intake
and imputing the municipal average of this in the familiar DiD setting. Appendix C has more
18

About balance between treated and non-treated units, see Appendix A. A DiD design relies

on the parallel trends assumption, not unit balance. Importantly, however, balance tests rule
out that municipalities were treated because of their baseline economic differences.
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This figure is included because Swedish-speaking areas differ in many observable and non-

observable characteristics from Finnish-speaking areas.
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information about this model. Second, I measure the success of pro- and anti refugee candidates, by calculating the councils’ overall stances on refugees before and after the intervention.
Finally, I am also able to inspect revealed preferences by inspecting which municipalities optedin to the post 2017 refugee integration scheme by agreeing to host people with refugee status.
The key assumption behind the DiD design is that in the absence of the treatment (suddenly
housing asylum seekers in 2015), the treated and non-treated municipalities would show similar
trends in electoral behavior. As demonstrated in Figure 2, parallel trends hold for partylevel electoral outcomes in treated and non-treated municipalities between 2000 and 2012, the
last municipal elections before 2015.20 Although the levels are different for some parties, due
to treated areas being more urban, the trends are the same. Especially noteworthy are the
overlapping lines for the anti-immigration Finns’ party (formerly known as True Finns) between
treated and non-treated areas. This enables me to rule out that municipalities were treated
or not treated because of their support for an anti-immigration party. To make sure that the
parallel trends also hold for the continuous treatment variable, in Appendix A I interact the
continuous treatment variable with year dummies and rule out pre-existing trends.
The main dependent variable, the candidate’s refugee stance, was not asked in any election
before 2012. To make sure that the parallel trends hold in this case, I run a placebo regression
by regressing the dependent variable from 2012 on the continuous treatment variable. The
resulting coefficient is statistically insignificant, (p = 0.55), which makes pre-existing differences
in trends unlikely.
I also show that the time-variant municipality-level economic and demographic characteristics from 2000 up until the treatment show no differences in trends between treated and
non-treated municipalities (see figure A2 in Appendix A).21
20

This cut-off point was chosen because it best allows a comparison of different parties, as

there have been many changes in the Finnish political landscape throughout the 20th century.
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A potential violation of the research design is the stable unit treatment value assumption

(SUTVA). To address this, I conduct robustness checks.
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Figure 2: Mean vote share (in percentages) in municipal elections for each party represented
in parliament between 2000 and 2012 for treated and non-treated municipalities with 95%
confidence intervals.

5

Results: Average Treatment Effect

I start by estimating equation (2) presented above: A fixed effects regression of a candidate’s
policy stance on the share of asylum seekers in the municipality, with and without covariates,
using the National Broadcasting Company’s question “My municipality should receive refugees
that have been granted asylum in Finland”. Table 1 summarizes the results.
On average, the candidates move by 0.048 on the 1–4 scale with every 1% increase in the
share of asylum seekers in the population to a more favorable change of opinion on refugee
intake.22 These results mean that the larger the share of asylum seekers among the local
population, the more positively candidates begin to see refugee acceptance in the municipality.
Model 2 confirms that time-varying covariates do not affect the causal estimates. To make sure
that outliers – municipalities with an unusually high share of refugees per capita – do not drive
22

As the question regarding refugees is formulated in the affirmative, a negative coefficient

means agreeing with the affirmative, this is referred to as a “pro-refugee shift”.
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Table 1: The candidate’s answer to the question “My municipality should receive refugees
that have been granted asylum in Finland” between 2012–2017, 1 (strongly agree) – 4 (strongly
opposed). A negative coefficient denotes a shift to a more accepting position.
Model

(1)
Refugee stance
Refugee exposure
−0.051*
(0.014)
Candidate fixed effect
yes
Election fixed effect
yes
N
4,310
Clusters
273

(2)
Refugee stance with covariates
−0.048*
(0.014)
yes
yes
4,310
273

Note: Models 1–4 present OLS fixed effects regressions with clustered standard errors in parentheses. Model 1: Share of asylum seekers per capita. Model 2: Model 1 with covariates.
* p < 0.01
these results, I take the natural logarithm of the share of asylum seekers in a constituency and
check if the results are affected. The coefficients remain negative and highly significant (see D1
in Appendix D for results). These results are average treatment effects for each 1% increase in
the share of asylum seekers. At the highest end of arrival intensity, 8.7% of asylum seekers with
respect to the local population, this would predict an effect of about half a standard deviation,
which is in line with the magnitude of similar research (Hangartner et al. 2019). Research with
a comparable research design (Dinas et al. 2019) finds a 0.6 percentage point effect in vote share
for each 1% increase in asylum seekers per capita. By turning the coefficients into percentages
of the scale, I get a comparable estimate of a 1% pro-refugee shift with every 1% increase in
asylum seekers per capita.
Staying in the race or dropping out in 2017 might be a treatment effect per se, so I estimate
the effect that housing asylum seekers has on the composition of party lists by relaxing the
candidate fixed effect. The estimate is even stronger in this case: as the proportion of housed
asylum seekers grows in a constituency, parties propose more refugee-friendly new candidates to
replace those who have quit the race (Results in table D2 in Appendix D). The causal estimates
achieved at the candidate level thus reflect a wider treatment effect on party lists.
The ATT of 0.048 on the 1–4 scale raises the question whether the effect is constrained
by ceiling and floor effects. Descriptive statistics in Tables A1 and A2 show that there is less
room for pro-refugee movement for the already pro-refugee Greens, Left Alliance and the liberal
19

Swedish People’s Party. Although these parties still have up to half a standard deviation’s room
for a pro-refugee shift, it is more likely that this ATT comes from parties with lower levels of
initial refugee acceptance. To this end, I aggregate the stances per party to see how candidates
from each party react to receiving asylum seekers.
Table 2 summarizes the results per party. The results demonstrate that the effect indeed
comes from parties that had more room for a pro-refugee shift as a whole. Remarkably, the
officially anti-immigration Finns’ Party (PS) has a pronounced pro-refugee shift, followed by
the value conservative Christian Democrats (KD), the agrarian Center (KESK) and the Social
Democratic Party (SDP), demonstrating a strong pro-refugee agreement across the political
spectrum. Parties that do not react to the treatment already have high support for taking
in refugees and ceiling effects thus constrain movement on the scale, making the estimate, if
anything, more conservative. These results are also robust to including time-varying controls.

Table 2: Candidates’ answer by party to the question “My municipality should receive refugees
that have been granted asylum in Finland” between 2012–2017, 1 (strongly agree) – 4 (strongly
opposed). A negative coefficient denotes a shift to a more accepting position.
Model

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
SDP
KOK
KESK
PS
VAS
VIHR
KD
FSP
Refugee exposure
−0.070* −0.010 −0.058* −0.105* −0.003 −0.016 −0.152* −0.040
(0.034) (0.034) (0.026)
(0.036) (0.023) (0.047) (0.077) (0.032)
Candidate fixed effect
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
Election fixed effect
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
N
747
927
1,117
383
370
328
166
187
Clusters
250
252
267
242
196
184
201
39

Note: Models 1–8 present OLS regression with clustered standard errors in parentheses.
Model 1: Social Democrats. Model 2: National Coalition. Model 3: Center Party. Model 4:
Finns Party. Model 5: Left Alliance. Model 6: Green League. Model 7: Christian Democrats.
Model 8: Swedish People’s Party.
*p < 0.05
As for the surprising results concerning the anti-immigration right, the already more antirefugee values give more room for a pro-refugee shift, but at the national level there was a
marked anti-refugee shift among the candidates of the Finns Party (See tables A1 and A2 in
Appendix A). This attests to the fact that the attitudes of Finns Party candidates to refugees
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are especially affected when their municipality manages a reception center.23 It is striking that
there is a uniform effect for candidates to modify their preferences on refugees across parties.
For example, at the highest end of arrival intensity, 8.7% of asylum seekers with respect to the
local population, the model predicts a 22.8% more welcoming position toward refugees amongst
Finn’s party candidates that received asylum seekers than their non-receiving counterparts.24
Did these refugee stances pay off at the polls? I empirically check this in Table D8 in
appendix D where I multiply the vote share of the candidate with the refugee stance, aggregate
it at the municipality level and regress the mean of each municipality in both time points in the
same fixed effect specification as above on the share of asylum seekers per capita. Appendix D
explains the used measurement and model more in detail. The resulting coefficient is negative
(indicating a change towards the pro-refugee) and significant. This means that the share of
votes cast for pro-refugee candidates in a municipality increases as a result of a higher share of
asylum seekers in the municipality.
So far, these results indicate that: 1. rather than party ideologies, candidates across all
parties decide and update their policy pledges regarding refugee intake on the basis of their
personal experience of hosting asylum seekers; 2. receptiveness among the candidates grows
as the intensity of asylum seekers’ presence grows; and 3. the electorate does not punish
the parties’ favorable local shifts. This is still just an overall average treatment effect of a 1%
increase in the local share of asylum seekers per capita. Although it tells the overall story that
the larger the share of asylum seekers, the more favourable the local reaction is, but it still does
not confirm hypotheses 1 and 2. Instead, it could be still contact that explains these shifts. I
next turn to evaluating what role local socio-economic conditions play in explaining this overall
shift.
23

This internal division is especially important, seeing that after the 2017 elections, the Finns

Party split into the more moderate Blue Reform and the overtly anti-immigration Finns Party.
24

In table D7 in Appendix D I inspect if this average treatment effect indeed gets stronger

with the treatment intensity, rather than the average effect stemming from randomly distributed
high treatment effects across the scale.
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6

Results: Local economic benefits of housing asylum
seekers

The result that a higher share of asylum seekers per capita leads to an increase in pro-refugee
sentiments is surprising seeing that previous literature has shown that small municipalities
(which the authors take for less urban places) react negatively to refugees (Dustmann, Vasiljeva,
and Piil Damm 2018; Barone et al. 2016).25
However, smallness does not automatically equal ruralness – a small population size can
mean either a rural village or a highly urbanised suburb in an urban cluster. Using the sheer
population size as a proxy for ruralness will ignore that small municipalities might differ in
many ways between each other, for example they might rely on different types of industries and
have different economic challenges: a commuter suburb to a bigger city is not facing similar
structural challenges as a village relying on primary production. I thus perform an explicit test
for what is driving these results: a smaller population size or being a more rural community.
To test the effect population size has on refugee stances, I interact housing asylum seekers
with the logged population of the municipality. Following Hainmueller, Mummolo, and Xu
(2019), I investigate the interaction effects by relaxing the linearity assumption.26 All these
interactions include candidate and year fixed effects. Figure 3a confirms that a decrease in
population size leads to a more welcoming refugee stance after housing asylum seekers, but the
estimates are null for most of the spectrum.
25

The mean capacity of reception centers is 173 persons and the median is 150. Hence, there

are not big enough reception centers to justify variation in asylum seekers per capita. For
independent variation of the population size, population change, urban density and treatment
intensity, see table A9 in Appendix A.
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Before running the interactions, I also check for common support and remove single influ-

ential observations. Due to the limited number of Finnish municipalities, there are few observations at the extremities of the spectrum. Although not visible due to the small sample size,
there is common support across the spectrum, and material for this is available on demand.
The larger confidence intervals at the ends of the x-axis account for the uncertainty stemming
from the limited sample size.
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In this case the population size interaction is not a powerful enough explanation for the
strong effect of the share of asylum seekers per capita. The effect might actually not stem from
the smallness of the municipality but rather from urban density of the municipality. In order
to test this I take a measure that explicitly measures urban density by reporting the share of
buildings less than 200 meters apart in the municipality.
Indeed, I get substantial differences in causal effects when interacting the treatment with
urban density, but these estimates differ from what the previous literature on the rural–urban
divide would suggest: the less urban a municipality is, the higher the pro-refugee shift among
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Figure 3: Predicted marginal effects for receiving a reception center on refugee intake for
candidates, shaded areas denoting 95% confidence intervals.
The predicted marginal effect for the least dense areas is about 0.5 on the scale of 1–4, over
1/2 a standard deviation, meaning a 12.5% pro-refugee shift, which then gradually changes to
a slight but significant anti-refugee shift in more urban municipalities. The average share of
refugees per capita in municipalities officially defined as rural is 2.5% and the median is 2%.
This means that the the coefficient in table 1, i.e., the effect of a 1% increase in asylum seekers
in a municipality on the candidates’ refugee stance (−0.051), is roughly half of the average
treatment effect of housing asylum seekers in a rural community. These results also show that
there is no universal response to housing asylum seekers, but that the effects differ across the
scale of urban density. The results in Table 1 are explained by the arrivals of asylum seekers
in more rural than urban communities, rather than just smaller communities.
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The reason for this result that differs from the previous literature might be that when not
measured as smallness in population, but sparsity in houses, rural areas turn out to have their
own reasons to support local refugee intake. As obvious in descriptive statistics in Table A8,
rural municipalities are suffering from population loss and related economic hardships. This
is a problem when the municipalities are supposed to be financially independent. If poorer
municipalities are trying to remain independent and functioning amidst economic distress,
then realizing the economic benefits of refugee intake would explain pro-refugee shifts in rural
municipalities.
I check this with a difference-in-differences analysis with economic performance as the outcome. Table F1 in Appendix F summarizes the economic indicators of municipalities. One
variable stands out: the annual contribution margin – the amount of money per person a municipality has left at the end of the calendar year after fulfilling its duties dictated by the constitution – increases by 70 euros per person on average in municipalities that housed asylum
seekers. Tax inflows are not affected on average, but with a significant intensity–duration interaction effect, tax income is boosted only in those cases where the share of asylum seekers per
capita was high and lasted longer. This reinforces the argument that rural municipalities benefited most from housing asylum seekers. As seen in Figure 4, in the short run and on average,
the economic gains of accommodating asylum seekers, however, come from public transfers.
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Figure 4: Mean contribution margins and tax incomes (in euros per person) in municipalities
between 2012 and 2016 for treated and non-treated municipalities, with 95% confidence intervals.
Rural areas suffer from population outflows. A shrinking population then leads to eco24

nomic problems such as lack of tax revenues, services and employment possibilities. Areas that
are less self-reliant due to population declines are thus also more dependent on state subsidies
and are under a threat of a forced merger. I examine the effect of housing asylum seekers on
refugee policy stance by interacting the establishment of a reception center with the municipality’s change in population (in percentages) and logged tax revenues. The following figures
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demonstrate the marginal effects of these interactions.
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Figure 5: Predicted marginal effects for the effect of receiving a reception center on refugee
intake for candidates, shaded areas denoting 95% confidence intervals
The more population a municipality is losing, the greater the willingness of politicians to
take in refugees as a result of housing asylum seekers. Tax revenues show almost identical
results: the smaller a municipality’s tax revenue, the more favorably politicians see future
refugee intake as a result of receiving asylum seekers. Population loss and straitened financial
circumstances induce refugee-friendly thinking in the receiving municipalities. However, this
effect declines steadily as the municipality gets wealthier and more populated. Candidates in
areas that are in no need of new inhabitants and have higher income tax receipts instead react
negatively to the arrival of asylum seekers and do not think that future refugee intake is the
right policy for the municipality.
Politicians’ open-ended answers to the relevant VAA question confirm these results. The
following table sums up the key arguments for taking in refugees by population size and treat-
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ment status.27
Table 3: Frequencies of key words in favor of refugee intake (stance “strongly agree” or “somewhat agree” in the municipality by municipality type and treatment status, in percentages).
Type of municipality
Rural, treated
Rural, non-treated
Urban, treated
Urban, non-treated

Population
11.6
8.4
5.0
6.0

Duty and Help
20.2
22.2
32.8
32.7

Jobs
13.8
14.4
10.2
11.5

Experience
3.7
2.0
1.6
1.7

The clearest difference between municipalities that received asylum seekers is that the word
“population” is mentioned in 11.6% of the answers in rural municipalities, but only in 5% of the
answers in big municipalities. In contrast, 32.7% of the answers in urban host municipalities
mention words related to duty or obligation to help others while only 22.2% do so in rural
affected municipalities. The words “job” and “experience” are mentioned across the categories
of municipalities but more frequently in rural ones. This mechanism is illustrated by openended survey responses in favor of refugee intake from a rural municipality (Saarijärvi) and an
urban municipality (Espoo), both having housed asylum seekers: We would get new inhabitants
to Saarijärvi from among people who have received asylum and their integration would bring new
jobs to the municipality. Versus: Espoo is a wealthy municipality, we can afford to help those in
need. The experience of housing asylum seekers translates into tangible benefits (especially in
terms of boosting the population) in rural municipalities, whereas in larger ones it is associated
with more abstract ideas of the moral duty to help others.
Taken together, all these results confirm both hypotheses 1 and 2: the poorer (richer)
the municipality, the more (less) welcoming they become towards refugees after managing a
reception center. If contact was the driving force behind this, municipality size would matter
more than municipality wealth. Instead, size performs worse as an explanatory factor than
the fact that the municipality has structural problems for which refugee acceptance might be
a solution.
27

Appendix G provides information about coding these words.
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6.1

Policy implications

The crucial question after all this remains if these changing policy views and the electoral
support harnessed local policy changes. The candidates’ electoral promises and the votes cast
for them are reflected indeed in the composition of the newly elected municipal councils. In
rural areas that housed asylum seekers, the mean of the new municipal council’s refugee stance
became 15% more pro-refugee. In bigger cities, the mean shifted by just 6%. In accordance with
time trends, there is also a pro-refugee shift in areas that did not receive asylum seekers but
without any difference between rural and urban areas, which both saw an 8% shift. This shows
that receiving asylum seekers has the biggest policy effect in rural areas, while if anything, the
experience of housing asylum seekers in urban areas dampens the overall time trend of councils
becoming more pro-refugee.
These effects translated into actual decisions: housing asylum seekers in 2015 led to an
increased likelihood to voluntarily take in refugees. In the period after 2015, 74% of treated
municipalities opted in to the refugee integration scheme, whereas only 44% of non-treated
municipalities did so. When considering only rural municipalities, this difference is even more
pronounced: 81% of treated rural municipalities volunteered to take in refugees, whereas 37%
of non-treated rural municipalities did so. These outcomes show that my dependent variable is
not merely about expressed preferences, but also correctly identifies subsequent actions among
policy makers.28 Engaging in a multi-year integration project is not cheap talk from the politicians, therefore the expressed stances correctly reflect later policy actions. Crucially, my sample
excludes municipalities with previous experience of asylum seekers’ accommodation, and thus a
higher existing stock of immigrants. Thus the results show that municipalities that previously
refrained from refugee integration begin to opt-in it due to positive experiences of it.
These shifts mean that although baseline levels of refugee intake in rural areas were much
behind urban areas in 2012 among politicians, by 2017 the mean refugee stance in treated rural
28

The decision to volunteer to take in refugees is a long process and to some extent it might

be the decision of the previous council. If this is the case, the expressed policy stance might
stem from a bias in which the candidates defend their actions in the previous council’s tenure.
I will thus later check that these findings are not affected by incumbency.

27

areas was 1.94, whereas in treated urban areas it was 1.85. This means almost equal support
for refugee intake. If we compare this to non-receiving rural areas with an average stance of
2.25 in 2017 (or to non-receiving urban areas with the average stance of 1.90) we can draw the
conclusion that receiving asylum seekers brought rural support up to urban support levels and
thus in treated areas we can no longer perceive a relevant rural-urban divide post-2015. Thus
the findings do not only discuss trends, but have also relevance concerning absolute values of
welcoming refugees.

6.2

Ruling out alternative mechanisms: incumbency, marginality,
contact, and self-selection

Incumbents who served on municipal councils when the asylum seekers arrived might feel the
need to agree with refugee intake because it could look as if they had authorized the opening
of a reception center. If this is the case, the results are driven by rationalization bias. As
incumbents also tend to get more votes, this might also explain the higher vote share for prorefugee candidates. To check this, I interact treatment with having a seat in the municipal
council at the time of the 2017 election.29 On a related note, challengers might have their own
reasons for formulating their stances. I test these in Tables D3 and D4 in Appendix D and find
no relationship between the treatment effect and electoral status.
We could still also argue that contact theory accounts for the findings of this paper: In
smaller communities the arrival of asylum seekers is more likely to go noticed and this leads to
more inter-group contact. I subset the data to small but densely populated municipalities and
small and sparsely populated ones. The results of this analysis confirm that population size
does not drive pro-refugee stances but rather low population density. Since contact is even less
likely in areas where buildings and people are located at driving rather than at walking distance,
it is improbable for everyday interactions to drive these results (table D6 in appendix E).
Contact is also more likely to happen in places where asylum seekers have been staying
for a longer period. Staying in a place rather than just passing by is crucial for contact to
29

In Finland, the council takes joint responsibility for majority decisions.
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happen, and Steinmayr (2020) finds that this difference affects political behavior. I test this
with specification (3), which interacts the share of asylum seekers in a municipality with the log
of the days during which it hosted them. This analysis confirms that the duration of asylum
seekers’ stay does not account for any variation in treatment response (for results, see table D5
in Appendix D).
Rural municipalities faced with steeply declining population levels may have been more
refugee-friendly to start with and that the treatment effect thus only reinforces pre-held values.
In 2012, the mean refugee stance was 2.43 in rural municipalities that received asylum seekers
and 2.48 in non-receiving municipalities, with no statistical difference between the two means.
Moreover, in rural units with shrinking populations that received asylum seekers the mean
refugee stance was 2.45 in 2012. For rural units with growing populations that did not receive
asylum seekers, the same number is 2.44. Thus I can safely establish that rural municipalities
that ended up housing asylum seekers and suffered from population losses were no more refugeefriendly than rural units that did not suffer from population losses and did not house asylum
seekers. Rural areas also showed higher initial levels of scepticism towards asylum seekers. All
results point to a learning experience, rather than to a reinforcement of favorable opinions.
I test the validity and consistency of these estimates in robustness checks. First, I estimate
the average treatment effect for the subset of municipalities that were treated only through the
government’s collaboration with private actors without the municipality’s consent. This is to
make sure that self-selection is ruled out as an alternative mechanism. I also deploy jackknifing
to check that the estimate is not driven by single influential observations. I also rule out spillover
effects (SUTVA assumption) by including a test for adjacent municipalities. Finally, I conduct
a placebo test to make sure that receiving asylum seekers did not affect policy proposals on a
statement not related to immigration. This statement is Schools should have stricter rules, and
I find no effect for this question (reports in Appendix E).
Finally, I replicate the above study with another VAA dataset by the largest Finnish daily
newspaper Helsingin Sanomat. Using their question If the state offers the establishment of
a reception center for asylum seekers in my municipality, the offer has to be accepted, I find
that all parties, with the exception of those that already had a strong pro-refugee stance, shift
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towards a more reception-friendly position as the share of asylum seekers per capita increases
in their municipality. For these results, see table E3 in Appendix D.
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Concluding discussion

The primary contribution of this work has been to shed light on the role of the local socioeconomic context in the formation of local policy preferences regarding refugee intake. It was
achieved by examining how the novel experience of housing asylum seekers changed politicians’
minds on the matter and how this translated into policies with voter support. In so doing,
it has also addressed the established division between rural and urban areas in attitudes to
immigration. In areas where refugee intake brings tangible benefits to the local economy – that
is, rural areas suffering from population losses – municipal councils take a pro refugee turn. In
contrast, politicians in more populated and thus wealthier areas react negatively. These results
also reveal heterogeneous responses to the arrival of asylum seekers and how the rural–urban
division is assessed in political science. They thus contribute to the literature on immigration
attitudes, elite preferences and public policy.
Currently, the literature considers rural areas as inherently hostile to immigration, because
less liberal people self-select to live there. My results add an additional dimension by showing
that in rural areas, the political elite can begin to think about taking in refugees as an opportunity rather than just a humanitarian duty and has the electorate’s blessing for it. The pragmatic question of local economics is less prone to polarization than humanitarian reasoning.
Thus, in rural areas, the pro-refugee shift cuts across all political parties and the ideological
aspect of the debate is trumped by economic considerations, at least on the political right.
The data used in this article stem from politicians’ interest in being elected to municipal
councils and thus reflect the electoral market in times of increased and heated political debate
about immigration. The results thus bring nuance to the theory of politicized spaces, according
to which areas undergoing demographic change due to immigration react negatively to it.
30

This data set has only career politicians running for parliamentary elections in it. As party

discipline is higher in parliamentary elections, this is a conservative test.
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(Hopkins 2010) In addition to the much discussed voter backlash, positive reactions do exist,
especially in rural communities whose economy is in need of positive external shocks. The
role of population size has been acknowledged as a reason for heterogeneous reactions, but
this paper is the first to explain how community characteristics and policy preferences interact
and explain receptiveness to refugees even in contexts where prior knowledge would suggest
otherwise and where the receptiveness to refugees was previously lower. On the other hand, in
wealthier communities cultural reasons may be more important than economic ones and this
could explain their different reactions to asylum seekers. These findings echo the conclusions
of Dancygier (2010) who demonstrated that local socio-economic conditions play a major role
in the success of immigrant integration.
This case study of Finland has used the country’s electoral institutions to establish causal
identification and to provide accurate measures of policy preferences on immigration. In so doing, however, it poses questions of external validity. While the scope conditions of measuring
these effects are only met by a candidate-centered system of proportional representation with
loose party discipline31 , the data generated by VAAs, and the autonomous status of municipalities, this does not mean that the dynamics could not be more universal. Enthusiasm for
refugees in rural areas has surfaced as anecdotal stories in the media in other places, among
them Ireland32 , Austria33 , Germany 34 , and Scotland,35 but until now it has been difficult to establish mechanisms and causality around this phenomenon. Rather than electoral institutions,
31

However, even in majoritarian systems there can be intra-party variation among candidates,

based on the local characteristics of a given geographic region. (Clark and Bennie 2018)
32

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/sep/01/matchmaking-irish-village-fi

nds-harmony-asylum-seekers-lisdoonvarna (visited on 06/20/2020).
33

https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-europe-migrants-eid-austria/at-a-castle-

in-austria-villagers-and-refugees-celebrate-eid-al-adha-idUKKCN0RO2CT20150924
(visited on 06/20/2020).
34

https://rp-online.de/nrw/panorama/altena-die-stadt-die-fluechtlinge-lieb

t_aid-20749333 (visited on 06/20/2020).
35

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2017/dec/24/bute-scotland-syrian-refug

ees-asylum (visited on 06/20/2020).
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or even municipal autonomy, the scope conditions for the proposed mechanism are population
shortage as well as public transfers accompanying refugees, which are universal characteristics
across developed countries.
However, some questions remain that only future research can address. First, the essential
question is how long lived these reactions are. Kustov, Laaker, and Reller (2021) have shown
that while exogenous shocks might affect people’s immigration attitudes in the short term,
these changes are short-lived and people’s immigration attitudes remain rather stable after the
impressionable years. This is especially relevant in this case because refugees and immigrants
are know to gravitate towards big cities with larger shares of existing immigrants stocks. Regrettably the data does not allow to explore long-term opinions, but further research could
explicitly investigate what happens to these affected rural municipalities, their residents, and
to the refugees placed to these municipalities in the long run.
It is also not possible to establish the order of causality, namely whether pro-refugee sentiments stem from the electorate, to which the elite merely adjusts, or whether the elite persuades
the latter to change their minds. As the data underlying the present paper are the result of
interactions between the elite and the electorate, it is not possible to tease out the separation
between the two.
Ultimately, the data at hand suggest that sociotropic evaluations of refugees and asylum
seekers work best when measuring the impact of asylum seeker arrivals on local policy making.
I conclude by turning to the example of Denmark, where a mayor from the anti-immigration
Danish People’s party made headlines by stating that his municipality would welcome refugees
with open arms36 , while elsewhere the same party was campaigning to send refugees back.37
The crucial difference explaining these deviating stances amongst members of the same party is
population shortage: The mayor who welcomed refugees presided over a distant island suffering
from population loss. Meanwhile, in Denmark’s 6th largest city, his own party was campaigning
36

https://www.berlingske.dk/politik/dansk-folkepartis-foerste-borgmester-nog

ensinde-vi-tager-imod-flygtninge-med (visited on 08/20/2019).
37

http://nyheder.tv2.dk/lokalt/2017-11-13-kommune-laver-kampagne-for-at-faa

-flygtninge-til-at-rejse-hjem (visited on 08/20/2019).
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to send asylum seekers back to Syria and Iraq. As there are many areas undergoing population loss in Europe, exploring the receptiveness of these places to refugees would be interesting.
This would also help policy makers in determining how to distribute refugees across receiving
countries.
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1

Appendix A: Descriptive statistics
Tables A1 and A2 show how the responses to the outcome variable of interest were distributed
in the 2012 and 2017 elections and breaks them down by party. The three mainstream parties
(Social Democrats/SDP, National Coalition/KOK and the Center/KESK) all mostly display
moderate stances of 2 and 3, with the Social Democrats leaning toward the pro-refugee stance
and the center-right parties Center and National Coalition slightly against. The smaller parties
are more polarized: The Left Alliance (VAS), the Greens (VIHR), The Swedish People’s Party
(SFP), and the Christian Democrats (KD) all are heavily skewed towards the pro-refugee stance,
whereas candidates from the Finns’ Party (PS) are heavily skewed against. In 2017, all parties
became more pro-refugee while maintaining their respective positions with respect to each
other. A major exception to this was the Finns Party, which became more opposed to taking
in refugees in 2017 than in 2012. The standard deviation of the refugee intake question is 0.9.

Table A1: Descriptive statistics of the candidate’s answer to the question “My municipality
should receive refugees that have been granted asylum in Finland” in 2012, scale 1 (strongly
agree) – 4 (strongly opposed), by party in percentages, smallest parties excluded
Party

SDP

KOK

KESK

VAS

VIHR

SFP

in percents
in percents
in percents
in percents
Total %
Standard Deviation
Mean
N

28.89
48.71
18.30
4.09
100
0.80
1.98
3,229

17.09
49.58
27.08
6.25
100
0.80
2.23
4,173

12.94
46.07
33.28
7.71
100
0.80
2.36
4,033

48.88
37.04
11.30
2.78
100
0.78
1.68
1,655

62.36
33.68
3.67
0.29
100
0.58
1.42
1,743

45.30 26.50 4.81
42.21 55.03 23.17
10.94 16.45 39.07
1.54 2.03 32.95
100
100
100
0.73 0.71 0.87
1.69 1.94 3.00
777
985 1,994

(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)

2

KD

PS

All
Parties
26.06
42.94
23.13
7.87
100
0.89
2.13
19,330

Table A2: Descriptive statistics of the candidate’s answer to the question “My municipality
should receive refugees that have been granted asylum in Finland” in 2017, scale 1 (strongly
agree) – 4 (strongly opposed), by party in percentages, smallest parties excluded
Party

SDP

KOK

KESK

VAS

VIHR

SFP

in percents
in percents
in percents
in percents
Total %
Standard Deviation
Mean
N

39.82
46.41
10.95
2.82
100
0.75
1.77
2,730

26.42
51.64
17.34
4.60
100
0.79
2.00
3,172

21.36
50.97
22.20
5.47
100
0.80
2.12
3,563

62.96
28.86
6.43
1.75
100
0.69
1.47
1,601

73.86
23.48
1.74
0.92
100
0.55
1.30
1,840

70.60
25.07
3.12
1.22
100
0.60
1.35
738

(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)

KD

PS

36.21 2.58
51.29 11.96
10.56 32.16
1.94 53.30
100
100
0.71 0.79
1.78 3.36
928 1,396

All
Parties
37.34
39.90
14.80
7.96
100
0.91
1.93
16,740

The overall positive shift resonates with a rather refugee-friendly public opinion in 2015.
Tables A3 and A4 sum up the results of an opinion survey fielded in August 2015, at the height
of the refugee crisis in Europe, when Finland was beginning to anticipate refugee arrivals.
According to the survey results, an overwhelming majority of Finnish citizens supported the
establishment of reception centers and did not find the Muslim religion of the asylum seekers
problematic. However, the respondents were concerned about asylum seekers, being overwhelmingly young men, never paying taxes or integrating into the society and found the benefits that
they received too generous. However, after the arrival of asylum seekers, public opinion turned
less favorable, with 36% of respondents replying in January 2016 that their sense of security
had decreased after the arrival of asylum seekers.38

Table A3: Finnish Attitudes to Immigration: Iltalehti Survey by Taloustutkimus. Finnish
Social Science Data Archive. Data collected in August 2015. N = 1,005.
Answer (percentages)
Approve of reception centers?
Should Finland take more Christians?
38

Yes
64.6
17.2

No Can’t say
29.4
5.9
76.9
5.9

Total
100
100

https://suomenkuvalehti.fi/jutut/kotimaa/joka-neljas-suomalainen-kannattaa

-katupartioita (visited on 08/28/2019).
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Table A4: Finnish Attitudes to Immigration: Iltalehti Survey by Taloustutkimus. Finnish
Social Science Data Archive. Data collected in August 2015. N = 1,005.
Answer (percentages)
Finland should do more
Not in need of protection
Benefits too generous
Young men problematic
Muslims problematic
Never taxes problematic
More crime problematic
Dark skin problematic
Too well to do problematic
No integration problematic

1
17.5
15.6
35.2
26.4
13.4
31.1
26.5
5.5
12.2
21.6

2
39.5
27.2
29.3
31.5
26.9
35.2
46.2
11.0
27.2
48.2

3
23.1
32.9
17.5
19.8
32.5
7.0
9.4
67.9
28.0
12.1

4
Don’t know
14.3
5.6
17.0
7.3
9.4
8.7
12.8
9.5
14.8
12.3
20.2
6.5
13.5
4.5
10.3
5.3
24.3
8.4
14.1
4.0

Total
100
100
100
100
100
100
100
100
100
100

Note: 1 = strongly agree, 2 = somewhat agree, 3 = somewhat disagree, 4 = strongly disagree/false statement.

Table A5: Finnish Attitudes to Immigration: Iltalehti Survey by Taloustutkimus. Finnish
Social Science Data Archive. Answers divided into urban and rural respondents.Data collected
in August 2015. N = 1,005.
Answer (percentages)
Approve of reception centers? Rural
Approve of reception centers? Urban
Should Finland take more Christians? Rural
Should Finland take more Christians? Urban

Yes No
58.7 36.6
65.8 28.0
20.9 70.0
16.4 78.4

Note:
* Statistically significant difference in means(p < 0.05)

4

Can’t say N (100%)
4.7
172
6.0
833
9.3
172
5.1
833

Table A6: Finnish Attitudes to Immigration: Iltalehti Survey by Taloustutkimus. Finnish
Social Science Data Archive. Answers divided into urban and rural respondents.Data collected
in August 2015. N = 1,005.
Answer (percentages)
Finland should do more, rural∗
Finland should do more, urban∗
Not in need of protection, rural∗
Not in need of protection, urban∗
Benefits too generous, rural∗
Benefits too generous, urban∗
Young men problematic, rural
Young men problematic, urban
Muslims problematic, rural
Muslims problematic, urban
Never taxes problematic, rural∗
Never taxes problematic, urban∗
More crime problematic, rural
More crime problematic, urban
Dark skin problematic, rural
Dark skin problematic, urban
Too well to do problematic, rural
Too well to do problematic, urban
No integration problematic, rural
No integration problematic, urban

1
16.3
17.8
19.2
14.9
41.0
34.1
30.8
25.5
16.9
12.7
39.5
29.4
33.2
25.1
7.0
5.2
16.3
11.4
22.7
21.4

2
36.0
40.2
30.8
26.4
33.0
28.6
29.7
31.9
26.2
27.0
37.2
34.8
44.2
46.6
14.0
10.4
32.0
26.2
53.5
47.1

3
20.9
23.6
30.8
33.4
16.9
17.6
19.2
19.9
32.0
32.7
5.2
7.3
8.1
9.6
63.4
68.8
22.7
29.1
9.3
12.7

4
17.0
13.7
14.0
17.6
5.2
16.2
11.0
13.2
8.7
16.1
13.4
21.6
9.3
14.4
9.3
10.6
18.0
25.6
8.7
15.2

Don’t know
9.0
4.8
5.2
7.7
4.7
9.5
9.3
9.5
16.3
11.5
4.6
6.8
5.2
4.3
6.4
5.0
11.0
7.8
5.8
3.6

N (100%)
172
833
172
833
172
833
172
833
172
833
172
833
172
833
172
833
172
833
172
833

Note: 1 = strongly agree, 2 = somewhat agree, 3 = somewhat disagree, 4 = strongly disagree/false statement.
Note:
* Statistically significant difference in means (p < 0.05)
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Proportion of asylum seekers per capita
2015−2016

Asylum seekers per capita
8%
6%
4%
2%
0%

Figure A1: Share of asylum seekers per capita in all Finnish municipalities in the year 2015.
Darker shades of green imply a higher share of asylum seekers.
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Table A7: Results for interacting the continuous treatment (the share of asylum seekers in
2015) with previous municipal elections between 2000 and 2012.
Model

1
2
3
4
SDP
KOK KESK
PS
Refugees × 2004
0.002 −0.001 0.000
−0.001
(0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.001)
Refugees × 2008
0.004∗ −0.002 0.004
−0.003
(0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (−0.002)
Refugees × 2012
−0.002 −0.002 0.006∗
−0.001
(0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (-0.003)
Party fixed effect
yes
yes
yes
yes
Election fixed effect
yes
yes
yes
yes
N
1,365
1,365
1,365
1,365
Clusters
273
273
273
273

5
6
7
8
VAS
VIHR
KD
FSP
0.001
0.001
0.000
0.000
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.000)
0.002
0.000
0.001
0.001
(0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
0.003∗
0.001
0.000
0.001
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
1,365
1,365
1,365
1,365
273
273
273
273

Note: Models 1–8 present OLS regression with clustered standard errors in parentheses.
Model 1: Social Democrats. Model 2: National Coalition. Model 3: Center Party. Model 4:
Finns Party. Model 5: Left Alliance. Model 6: Green League. Model 7: Christian Democrats.
Model 8: Swedish People’s Party.
* p < 0.05
The table above demonstrates that there is no systematic pre-trend in the relationship between electoral outcomes and the continuous treatment measure of asylum seekers per capita.
Even if there are statistically significant relationships, the coefficients are practically zero (less
than 0.01 percent vote) and non-systematic. The parallel trends hold for the continuous treatment measure, too.
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Figure A2: Mean population size (in persons), change in population, urban density, share of
foreigners, unemployment rate (in percentages) and dependency ratio (in euros) between years
2000 and 2015 for treated and non-treated municipalities. Vertical lines denote 95% confidence
intervals.

Table A8: Mean economic features of rural and urban, year 2014.

Household income, median, euros
Unemployment, mean %
Dependency ratio, mean, euros
Population loss, mean, %

8

Urban
33,312.3
13.8
146.2
0.1

Rural
30,194.9
15.2
180.9
−1.1

Table A9: Independent variations of key elements.
Population
Mean
18,525
Median
6,682
Minimum
761
Maximum
628,208

Pop. change
−0.8
−0.8
−4.6
2.0

Urban density
60.8
63.3
0.0
100.0

Treatment intensity
1.6
1.0
0.0
8.7

Balance
Although a DiD design does not require balance between treated and non-treated units, balance tests in figure A3 show very similar characteristics between treated and non-treated units.
Overall, more urban, and thus more populated and slightly more educated and international
municipalities ended up housing asylum seekers, but these differences are not likely to be systematic, but rather stem from available housing correlating with urban density. When subsetting the units to rural and urban municipalities, the units show perfect balance, with the
exception of rural receiving areas being still more urban and urban receiving areas suffering
from slightly higher unemployment. Although none of these features surpass more than half a
standard deviation, I will control for these time-variant covariates and also use them as outcomes. Most importantly, the annual contribution margin, the amount of money a municipality
can spend on its inhabitants after meeting its responsibilities dictated by law, is perfectly balanced, showing that municipalities were not treated due to their economic performance.
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Figure A3: The relationship between receiving asylum seekers in 2015 and different
municipality-level covariaties.
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Figure A4: Standardized coefficients plotted for OLS regressions testing the relationship
between being treated in 2015 and municipality specific covariates.Thicker lines portray 95 %
confidence intervals and thinner lines the 90 % confidence intervals.
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Appendix B: Finnish elections and elite opinions
In both national and municipal elections, Finland has an open list with compulsory candidate
selection from one party. This means that voters must choose one party, but within the party
list there are several candidates to choose from. Thus, in the Finnish system, the candidates
of one party not only compete against those of other parties but also amongst themselves. The
application of the d’Hondt divisor means that the success of individual candidates within each
party depends entirely on the number of votes they get.
In Finland, municipal elections take place every four years.39 Each municipality is one
constituency. Municipal councils are the main seat of power in Finnish municipal decisionmaking, and they have extensive influence on the provision of welfare. An important factor
in understanding Finnish politics is that smaller and rural municipalities (defined by Statistics
Finland as municipalities under 15,000 inhabitants and having an urban density less than 60%)
have trouble providing the basic services they are tasked to deliver by law and oftentimes run a
deficit.40 To address this situation, the state has pursued a comprehensive policy of municipal
mergers, causing the number of municipalities to fall from 452 in 2000 to 311 by 2018. Rural
municipalities are thus often pre-occupied with their autonomy and economics.41 Table A8
provides data concerning the economic performance of rural vs. urban municipalities.

Information on the usage of Voting Advice Applications in Finland
According to latest research about the usage of voting advice applications (Borg 2019), 79% of
respondents in a representative survey stated that they had used a VAA in the 2018 presidential
39

The election that should have taken place in October 2016 was moved to April 2017 in an

attempt to create a new cycle that would allow for more time between different elections.
40

For example, in 2012, 57 municipalities under 15,000 inhabitants (26% of all municipalities

of that size) ran a deficit, while only 3 of those over 15,000 inhabitants (4% of that size) did.
41

The Center Party, as the former Agrarian Party, is the foremost defender of rural areas and

lists maintaining the livability of rural areas as one of its chief goals in its manifesto. The Finns’
Party, although chiefly associated with its anti-immigration stance, also has a rural legacy as a
continuation of the Finnish Rural Party.
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election or in previous elections. Most of the users are younger voters (18–30 years: 89% and
31–40 years: 85%) with age steadily diminishing their usage (41–50 years: 83%, 51–60 years:
76% and 60 years up: 69%). The single biggest user group are students (89%), but VAAs
are used evenly across all occupational groups, including unemployed people and pensioners.
While usage is higher among those who voted (82%), non-voters also reported using them
(57%). Women and men are equally likely to use VAAs.

Information regarding who fills in VAAs
For candidates, filling in a VAA is not compulsory, but those who do tend to do better at the
polls, and hence are often more motivated and serious about their ambitions. 95%
of all votes cast in the 2019 parliamentary elections were cast for candidates who responded
to a VAA. Response rates are somewhat higher in urban areas, as the anonymity of larger communities makes face-to-face campaigning harder than in smaller communities. Accordingly, as
the treated areas were more likely to be urban, they have a slightly higher response rate. In
smaller electoral districts there is less need to attract unknown voters as personal connections
play a more important role. Female, younger and Finnish-speaking candidates are more likely
to fill in the the survey, but all demographic groups are represented among the respondents.
Importantly for my design, the response rate between treated and non-treated units was balanced in 2017. If anything, Swedish speakers and more educated candidates were more likely
to fill in VAAs in treated areas, and candidates in treated areas were slightly more likely to fill
in a VAA twice, but these differences were so small that they do not pose a threat for inference.
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Answered twice
Age
New
Sex
Mother tongue
Income
Education

Treated
Age
Sex
Mother tongue
Urban

−0.5

0
Balance

−0.5

0.5

0
Balance

0.5

(b) Candidate balance, treated/non-treated

(a) Candidate balance, filled in VAA

Figure B1: Coefficients plotted for OLS regression testing the differences between: 1. candidates that answer and do not answer the VAA; and 2. difference between candidates that
are treated or not-treated in 2015.
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Appendix C: Additional specifications
Relaxing the candidate fixed effect
Relaxing the candidate fixed effect allows me to extend the estimation of the treatment effect
beyond those candidates that ran in both elections and assess all the 30,070 candidates that
answered the question at either time point. This allows me to account for compositional
differences, that is, which types of candidates stop running and join the race in 2017 as a results
of the treatment. In this model, I relax the candidate fixed effect but include a municipalityspecific fixed effect instead. This can be expressed by the following equation:

Yit = δt + λi + α Treatmentit + Xit β + εit

Where λi is a municipality-specific fixed effect and δt is a year-specific fixed effect. The outcome
Yit is the average change of stance between all the candidates that ran in either time point in
treated municipalities between 2012 and 2017 compared to the average change of stance of all
the candidates in non-treated municipalities between the same period.

Testing the duration effect
Preferences for refugee intake might not only be affected by how intense the presence of asylum
seekers was, but also by how long they stayed in the constituency (Steinmayr 2020). To test
this, I take the log of days during which the municipality had a reception center at the time of
the 2017 election and interact this with the share of asylum seekers in the municipality. This
is expressed by the following equation:

Yjit = δt + λj + β1 Treatmentit + β2 TreatmentLogtimeit
(3)

+ β3 TreatmentLogtimeit × Treatmentit + Xit β + εjit

where Yjit is the stance of candidate j in municipality i, in time t, δt is a year-specific fixed effect,
λj is a candidate-specific fixed effect, Treatmentit is the reception center’s capacity divided by
the population size, TreatmentLogimeit is the log of days during which the municipality had a
15

reception center before the 2017 election, β3 is the interaction of treatment and time, Xit β is a
vector of time-varying covariates (controls) and εjit denotes the error term.

Individual level stances, aggregated per municipality
In order to get a better grasp of how pro and anti refugee candidates fare in the elections, I
next turn to assess the municipality-level refugee stances and the related electoral outcomes.
I do this by replacing the outcome variable with a variable that weights each candidate’s j
refugee stance by their electoral performance in each election in municipality i. This variable is
highly skewed, because most candidates get very low shares of the total vote shares. Likewise
a few candidates get a very high value because they are by far the most popular candidate in
the municipality. To this end, I at this point take the natural logarithm of this newly created
variable and henceforth use this logged variable in all calculations in this section. The new
outcome variable is calculated in the way specified below, following Baker and Greene (2011).

StanceSuccessti =

ni
X

Stancetij × Votesharetij

j=1

In which StanceSuccess stands for aggregated refugee stances weighted by electoral performance
in election t in municipality i. Each candidate’s j vote share in a given election t in municipality
i is multiplied by their refugee stance, after which all these multiplied stances are summed up
in election t in municipality i. The StanceSuccess variable thus refers to each municipality’s
total sum of refugee stances on the scale of 1–4, after having answered My municipality has
to receive refugees that have received asylum in Finland in each election, weighted by the vote
share of each candidate. For example, if the municipality’s aggregated stance tilts towards
4 (strongly disagree), and this is also rewarded with votes, then the value of StanceSuccess will
also be closer to 4. To put this in simplified terms, if 100 % of the votes is cast for candidates
with an anti-refugee stance, the value of StanceSuccess will be 4. However, this calculation can
only be performed on those candidates who have disclosed their refugee preference. Moreover,
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the amount of candidates who answer this question varies across time, blurring the estimates.42
I address this by calculating the mean in each municipality. I delete all observations that do
not contain information about the candidates’ refugee stance and collapse StanceSuccess at the
municipality level by dividing the total sum achieved above by the total number of candidates
running in each municipality-election combination. This achieved mean reflects the average
electorally weighted stance on refugees in a given municipality in a given time. This is expressed
by the following quantity:
ni
X

Stancetij × Votesharetij

j=1

ni
As a result, I am able to run a difference-in-differences estimation with the mean refugee stances
weighted by their electoral success. Reflecting the value of StanceSuccess, the smaller the mean
is, the more votes have been cast for candidates supporting refugee intake and if more votes are
cast for anti-refugee candidates, then the weights will make the mean bigger. This approach
does not take into account the party affiliation of the candidates, but instead, it serves as a
general test of how much electoral stances supporting and opposing refugee intake are supported
in each election in each municipality and what the within change is for treated and non-treated
municipalities.
The refugee stance question was not asked in previous elections, so I am not able to show
parallel trends for this outcome variable. However, knowing that at the party level parallel
trends hold, there is no reason to expect that individual candidates’ incentives to formulate
their opinions differed in treated and non-treated areas prior to the intervention. I will impute
this newly created outcome variable in the previous fixed effect regression with municipality
and year fixed effects alongside with the same theoretically relevant covariates. This is to make
sure that the outcome reflects a treatment effect rather than individual, time and municipality
42

It is not compulsory to fill in the VAA, even though it is highly advisable and most votes

are cast for candidates who do so. In addition to self-selection to fill it in, candidates may be
selective about which questions to answer, leading to item-non-response bias.
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specific idiosyncracies. The regression equation is:

Yti = δt + λi + α Treatmentti + Xti β + εtij

where Yti is the mean StanceSuccess in municipality i, in time t, δt is a year-specific fixed effect,
λi is a municipality-specific fixed effect, Treatmentti is either the continuous or the binary
treatment variable, Xti β is a vector of time-varying covariates and εtij denotes the error term.
As the previous estimate, this is also carried out for the 273 municipalities that had no
previous experience of managing a reception center for asylum seekers. The (StanceSuccess)
value is calculated by using the expressed refugee stances for all the candidates in 2012 or 2017
who responded to the voting advice applications asylum seeker related question. (In 2012:
N = 19,330 and in 2017: N = 16,740).
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Appendix D: Results

Table D1: The candidate’s answer to the question “My municipality should receive refugees
that have been granted asylum in Finland” between 2012–2017, 1 (strongly agree) – 4 (strongly
opposed). A negative coefficient denotes a shift to a more accepting position.
Model

(1)
(2)
Logged increase in the Logged increase in the share of
share of asylum seekers asylum seekers with covariates
Effect on refugee stance
−0.093*
−0.087*
(0.035)
(0.034)
Candidate fixed effect
yes
yes
Election fixed effect
yes
yes
N
4,310
4,310
Clusters
273
273
Note: Models 1–2 present OLS fixed effects regressions with clustered standard errors in parentheses. Model 1: Share of asylum seekers per capita. Model 2: model 1 with covariates.
* p < 0.01

Table D2: The candidate’s answer to the question “My municipality should receive refugees
that have been granted asylum in Finland” between 2012–2017, 1 (strongly agree) – 4 (strongly
opposed). A negative coefficient denotes a shift to a more accepting position.
Model
Exposure’s effect on refugee stance
Candidate FE
Municipality FE
Election FE
N
Clusters

1
Overall
−0.050*
(0.014)
no
yes
yes
27,354
273

2
Ran once
−0.063*
(0.171)
no
yes
yes
18,734
273

3
Ran twice
−0.048*
(0.015)
yes
yes
yes
4,310
273

Note: Models 1–3 present OLS regression with clustered standard errors in parentheses.
Model 1: continuous estimate for all candidates without candidates fixed effects. Model 2:
continuous treatment for those candidates that ran at either election but not twice. Model 3:
continuous treatment for those candidates that ran twice
* p = 0.000
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Table D3: Shift on the candidate’s answer to the question “My municipality should receive
refugees that have been granted asylum in Finland” between 2012–2017, incumbency as an
explanatory variable, 1 (strongly agree) – 4 (strongly opposed).
Model

1
Treat. × incumb.
Stance on refugees
0.008
(0.252)
Candidate FE
yes
Election FE
yes
N
4,310
Clusters
273

2
Gen. incumb.
−0.091*
(0.023)
yes
yes
4,310
273

Note: Models 1–2 present fixed effect OLS regression with clustered standard errors in parentheses. Model 1: incumbency interaction with treatment as asylum seekers per capita. Model 2:
incumbency without treatment interaction.
* p < 0.01
If incumbents seemingly bear the responsibility for hosting asylum seekers in the municipality,
they might opt to challenge the status quo. Alternatively, challengers who are close to getting
a seat on the council might find it expedient to adapt to the new refugee-friendly political
climate in the municipality. I test for the effect of being a challenger or a loser by applying
equation 2 to those candidates who ran again in 2017 and were on the waiting list to be
councillor between 2012–2017 (challengers) or lost in 2012 (losers).43 None of the models show
that electoral competition would explain the formation of issue stances – the effect is similar
for all candidates, including the Finns. However, being a loser in 2012 leads to a stronger
overall anti-refugee stance at the national level – additional proof of the dampening effect of
the treatment on anti-immigration attitudes.
43

As this topic is particularly challenging for the Finns’ Party, I also subset the data to

include only that party, but without any results – analysis available on demand.
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Table D4: Shift on the candidate’s answer to the question “My municipality should receive
refugees that have been granted asylum in Finland” between 2012–2017, electoral position as
an explanatory variable, 1 (strongly agree) – 4 (strongly opposed).
Model

1
Treat. × challenger.
Stance on refugees
0.001
(0.024)
Candidate FE
yes
Election FE
yes
N
1,224
Clusters
273

2
Gen. challenger
−0.089
(0.080)
yes
yes
1,224
273

3
Treat. × loser
−0.008
(0.043)
yes
yes
1,112
273

4
Gen. loser
0.135*
(0.025)
yes
yes
1,112
273

Note: Models 1–4 present fixed effect OLS regression with clustered standard errors in parentheses. Model 1: spare interaction with treatment as asylum seekers per capita. Model 2: :
being spare without treatment interaction. Model 3: losing in 2012 interaction with treatment.
Model 4: losing in 2012 without treatment interaction
* p = 0.000

Table D5: The candidate’s answer to the question “My municipality should receive refugees
that have been granted asylum in Finland” between 2012–2017, 1 (strongly agree) – 4 (strongly
opposed). A negative coefficient denotes a pro-refugee shift.
Model

(1)
Share of asylum seekers
× time
Effect on refugee stance
−0.006
(0.023)
Candidate fixed effect
yes
Election fixed effect
yes
N
4,310
Clusters
273

(2)
Share of asylum seekers
× time with covariates
−0.005
(0.024)
yes
yes
4,310
273

Note: Models 1–2 present OLS fixed effects regressions with clustered standard errors in parentheses. Model 1: Interaction of asylum seekers per capita with the log of the days. Model 2:
model 1 with covariates.
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Table D6: Shift on the candidate’s answer to the question “My municipality should receive
refugees that have been granted asylum in Finland” between 2012–2017, 1 (strongly agree) – 4
(strongly opposed), for municipalities under 15,000 inhabitants, urban vs. rural units, binary
treatment definition.
Model

1
2
Urban
Rural
Stance on refugees
−0.054 −0.379*
(0.078) (0.167)
Candidate fixed effects
yes
yes
Election fixed effects
yes
yes
N
527
146
Clusters
39
30
Note: Models 1 and 2 present OLS regression with clustered standard errors in parentheses.
Model 1: urban density above 70%. Model 2: urban density below 40%.
* p < 0.05

Table D7: Mean first differences across different levels of treatment intensity. Treatment
intensity means share of asylum seekers per local population, in percentages.
Treatment intensity
0−1
1−2
2−3
3−4
4−5
6−9

Mean first difference
N
−0.163
1,933
−0.299
341
−0.246
167
−0.298
104
−0.333
36
−0.700
23

Note: Mean first differences (range from −3 to 3) per treatment intensity thresholds for percentages of asylum seekers in relation to local population. The last groups grouped together
due to small sample sizes.
* p < 0.05

Individual level stances, aggregated per municipality: results
The following table summarizes the results of fixed effects regressions with the weighted issue
stance variable as the outcome.
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Table D8: Results for fixed effects regressions for the candidate’s refugee stances weighted by
their personal vote share in elections regressed on the share of asylum seekers in the municipality,
years 2012–2017 aggregated by municipality.

Model
Refugee exposure
Election FE
Municipality FE
Covariates
N
Clusters

Vote share × stance
1
2
−0.027** −0.023*
(0.009)
(0.010)
yes
yes
yes
yes
no
yes
273
273
273
273

Note: Models 1–2 present OLS regression with clustered standard errors in parentheses.
Model 1: Continuous treatment: asylum seekers per capita. Model 2: Continuous treatment
model with covariates.
* p < 0.05
** p < 0.01
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Appendix E: Robustness
To test the robustness of my findings, I conduct a placebo test: When I replace the dependent
variable to be something that is not related at all to refugee intake or municipal economics, the
statement Schools should enforce stricter rules, the coefficient is insignificant (−0.043 with the
standard error of 0.07).
As a further robustness check, I examine if the results are driven by certain influential
municipalities that may account for the treatment effect. These concerns are alleviated by using
the jackknife method to test the primary coefficient of interest, namely the asylum seekers per
capita measure: when re-running the analysis by leaving out each municipality at a time, the
coefficient and its standard error stay exactly the same.
As mentioned in the research design section, not all municipalities were treated randomly
only due to available housing: in 25 cases, the municipalities had to cooperate on some level,
although this was frequently not at all a result of favorable public opinion on receiving asylum
seekers. However, to rule out any possible self-selection to the treatment, I subset the data
to include only those municipalities that received asylum seekers irrespective of their will and
those that received asylum seekers with administrative consent. Table E1 shows that the results
hold. It was not the circumstances of the establishment of the reception center that mattered,
but the sheer fact of housing them in a given setting. Administrative nods merely reflect the
overall more positive attitude of incumbents.
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Table E1: Shift on the candidate’s answer to the question “My municipality should receive
refugees that have been granted asylum in Finland” between 2012–2017, 1 (strongly agree) – 4
(strongly opposed), for municipalities that received asylum seekers without a need for consent
(private housing) and municipalities that agreed to receiving asylum seekers (public housing).
Model

1
2
Public
Private
Stance on refugees −0.075* −0.048*
(0.022)
(0.018)
Candidate FE
yes
yes
Election FE
yes
yes
N
3,736
4,902
Clusters
228
270
Note: Models 1 and 2 present OLS regression with clustered standard errors in parentheses.
* p < 0.05
Additional test for self-selection: If population shortage is driving the willingness to take
refugees even without personal experience of them, there should be simultaneous support for
giving financial incentives to have children in the municipality and refugee intake. If the two
are unrelated in non-treated municipalities, then the pro-refugee effect is due to the arrival of
asylum seekers combined with the initial population shortage. Results of regressing support
for child bonuses on refugee intake in untreated areas show that the two are uncorrelated: The
coefficient is weak and non-significant – population shortage does not automatically lead to
more favorable views about taking in refugees. Rather, in the case of asylum seekers, it is a
learning experience that also refugee intake might work as a remedy against depopulation.

Addressing the stable unit treatment value assumption
Following Clarke (2017), I create two groups of treatment: municipalities that received asylum
seekers and municipalities that didn’t but bordered one that did and thus would have noticed
their presence in the adjacent municipality. If the adjacent municipality already had a reception
center, I discount if it did not receive more asylum seekers in 2015 than it previously housed,
but I do include it if it received more asylum seekers than its previous capacity allowed. I do this
because some municipalities received help with the emergency accommodation of asylum seekers
from neighboring municipalities, meaning these adjacent municipalities may have been treated
in a spillover sense. While this is not the same as being treated in the administrative sense,
25

as these adjacent municipalities did not share the same administrative burdens and benefits
as the treated municipalities, it tests how possible awareness of asylum seekers nearby could
have affected a politician’s opinion. As I cannot run this analysis with the asylum seeker per
capita approach, I subset the data to cover only rural communities under 15,000 inhabitants
and compare the results for municipalities that received asylum seekers and their adjacent
neighbors. This method controls for spillover treatment effects that come from being next to a
municipality that received asylum seekers. As asylum seekers were able to move around, it is
likely that some level of contact happened with those hosted by the neighboring municipality.
Table E2 alleviates concerns about possible spillover effects: when regressing the shift of opinion
on refugees on being quasi-treated versus not being treated at all, I don’t find similar effects to
being treated: the coefficient is small and non-significant. This also contributes to ruling out
contact as an explanatory factor.
A further violation of SUTVA might be that the refugee crisis dominated the media reports
and that non-treated municipalities were therefore also treated in this non-material sense. However, if the treatment had an effect on how politicians and voters behaved in other municipalities, this would contaminate the results of the control group and thus only make the estimate
more conservative. In addition, receiving a reception center is specific to the municipality in
terms of administrative responsibility, so the only way spillover might have had any effect is
through contact and media impressions, factors that are less relevant for my study than the
actual administrative experience and the municipality-specific returns to hosting a reception
center.
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Table E2: Shift on the candidate’s answer to the question “My municipality should receive
refugees that have been granted asylum in Finland” between 2012–2017, 1 (strongly agree) – 4
(strongly opposed), for municipalities under 15,000 inhabitants, treated vs. quasi treated units.
Model

1
2
Treated Quasi-treated
Stance on refugees −0.118*
−0.037
(0.055)
(0.064)
Candidate FE
yes
yes
Election FE
yes
yes
N
11,938
8,998
Clusters
210
168
Note: Models 1 and 2 present OLS regression with clustered standard errors in parentheses.
Model 1: population size below 15,000, treated. Model 2: population size below 15,000, quasitreated units.
* p < 0.05

Table E3: Shift on the candidate’s answer to the question “If the state offers the establishment
of a reception center for asylum seekers in my municipality, the offer has to be accepted” between
2015–2017, scale 1 (Fully opposed)–5(Fully supportive). A positive coefficient denotes a prorefugee shift.
Model
Exposure’s effect
on refugee stance
Candidate FE
Election FE
N
Clusters

1
2
3
All
KOK
SDP
0.205* 0.3802* 0.307**
(0.049) (0.171) (0.184)
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
439
67
64
125
46
42

4
KESK
0.320*
(0.133)
yes
yes
47
41

5
PS
0.102*
(0.051)
yes
yes
54
43

6
7
8
9
VIHR
VAS
SFP
KD
−0.048 −0.117 −0.064 0.200
(0.056) (0.160) (0.128) (0.111)
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
67
51
10
44
46
37
9
36

Note: Models 1–9 present OLS regression with clustered standard errors in parentheses.
Model 1: all parties. Model 2: Social Democrats. Model 3: National Coalition. Model 4: Center Party. Model 5: Finns party. Model 6: Green League. Model 7: Left Alliance. Model 8:
Swedish People’s Party. Model 9: Christian Democrats.
* p < 0.05
** p < 0.10
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Appendix F: Mechanism

Table F1: Treatment effect on the municipalities’ economic indicators for all municipalities by binary and continuous treatment indicator,
clustered standard errors in parentheses.
Model
Effect of presence of asylum seekers, average
N
Effect of presence of asylum seekers, per capita
N
Per capita × time interaction
28

N
Municipality fixed effects
Year fixed effects
Clusters

(1)
Municipality tax revenue
−13.38
(13.35)
1,365
−7.59
(4.96)
1,365
20.82*
(7.84)
1,176
yes
yes
273

(2)
Contribution margin
66.60*
(25.80)
1,365
19.43
(12.61)
1,365
26.83
(15.83)
1,176
yes
yes
273

(3)
Service sector
0.356
(0.219)
1,365
0.151
(0.093)
1,365
0.112
(0.239)
1,176
yes
yes
273

(4)
Unemployment
0.214
(0.151)
1,365
0.061
(0.085)
1,365
0.029
(0.216)
1,176
yes
yes
273

Note: Models 1–4 present OLS regressions with clustered standard errors in parentheses. Model 1: Tax revenue, euros per person. Model 2:
Annual contribution margin, euros per person. Model 3: Jobs in the service sector, percentage. Model 4: Unemployment percentage.
* p < 0.01

Appendix G: Additional information
Information regarding coding text analysis
The open-ended survey questions were first divided into smaller data sets according to treatment
status and municipality size in Stata. Then the content of the questions was copied entirely to a
text document, which was then scanned by R. In R I then treated every word as a token and got
the number of occurrences of each word. I manually selected the ones that were relevant to each
identified theme and added up the occurrences. The themes consisted of the following words
and their conjugated forms: Population: “väki”, “väestö”, “asukas” and “befolkning”. Help and
duty: “ansvar”, “hjälpa”, “auttaa”, “vastuu”, “velvoite”, “velvollisuus”. Experience: “kokemus”,
“erfarenhet”, Job: “työ”, “job”. These sums were divided by each data sets total number of rows
( = candidates).

Information regarding the allocation of reception centers
In what follows, I only discuss the circumstances of the treatment in municipalities without any
previous experience of asylum seeker activities, because these 22 pre-treated units are always
dropped from the analysis.
To further meet housing pressure, the Immigration Office requested 25 premises that were
municipally owned. In this the Finnish Minister of Interior requested the municipality to comply
with the assigned housing responsibilities in exceptional circumstances by having a simple
procedure of accepting the reception center as matter of procedure by the municipal board –
some municipalities were so divided about this issue, that the council wanted to vote about it.
In one case, Kaustinen, the municipality managed to intervene this way, in the other cases the
municipality complied with either a bureaucratic procedure by the municipal board or after
divided voting procedures in the council where the vote was tight44 . The Immigration Office
identified only one municipality, Tampere, that was actively volunteering to take asylum seekers.
44

In one case, Petäjävesi, the council required three rounds of votes until the municipality

decided to offer only one of the two premises requested by the state. In some cases the compliance depended on one vote, thus making compliance as-if-random.
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However, to minimize the chance of self-selection corrupting my estimates, I have identified 15
cases, where the process was smooth and straightforward as potentially self-selective and drop
them from the analysis together with the one municipality that opted out. None of these
procedures affect the results. Furthermore, I check whether receiving asylum seekers through
private or public housing makes a difference in robustness checks and establish that the results
are similar.
The municipalities that were treated without asking for the municipality’s consent were:
Akaa, Asikkala, Eurajoki, Forssa, Haapajävi, Hamina, Hanko, Harjavalta, Hartola, Heinola,
Huittinen, Hyvinkää, Iisalmi, Ilomantsi, Inkoo, Joutsa, Jyväskylä, Jämijärvi, Jämsä, Kangasala,
Kankaanpää, Kauhava, Kempele, Keuruu, Kihniö, Kirkkonummi, Kitee, Kokemäki, Kolari,
Kontiolahti, Kuusamo, Lahti, Laitila, Lappajärvi, Lieksa, Maalahti, Merikarvia, Muhos, Nurmijärvi, Orimattila, Oulu, Parainen, Parikkala, Pertunmaa, Raahe, Raasepori, Ranua, Rauma,
Rovaniemi, Ruokolahti, Saarijärvi, Salo, Sastamala, Savonlinna, Seinäjoki, Siilinjärvi, Sipoo,
Siuntio, Suonenjoki, Vantaa, Vihti, Viitasaari, Ylivieska, Ylöjärvi, and Äänekoski.
The municipalities that agreed to receive a reception center through the municipal board
agreeing to the the state’s request on a quick procedure: Jyväskylä (Second center), Kangasala,
Keitele, Kemijärvi, Kuopio, Loimaa, Mikkeli, Orivesi, Pieksämäki, Pori, Porvoo, Pukkila,
Pälkäne, Ruovesi, Tampere, and Tervola.
The municipalities where the matter was taken to the city council to vote and where the
outcome was positive after debate with opposition: Hämeenkyrö, Kyyjärvi, Liminka, Petäjävesi,
and Tornio.
The municipalities where the matter was taken to the city council to vote and where the
outcome was negative: Kaustinen.
The municipalities where the matter was taken to the city council to vote and where the
outcome was positive with little or no opposition: Hyrynsalmi, Inkoo (second center), and
Korsnäs.
A special case is Espoo, that saw the establishment of four big private reception centers,
but which falls into to the category of “pre-treated” because the Finnish Lutheran Church had
been administering a reception center for under-age asylum-seekers pre-2015. Technically this
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makes Espoo pre-treated but in practice the scale of the operation changes so dramatically that
it could be also listed as privately treated.
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