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Abstract The 2017 federal elections in Germany propelled the far-right party “Al-
ternative für Deutschland” (“Alternative for Germany” – AfD) to become the third
largest party in the federal parliament. I argue that this electoral success can be
explained by the party’s ability to mobilize a large part of the electorate that had
abstained in previous elections. Theoretically, I argue that the AfD was able to
asymmetrically mobilize voters because of its unique position in the German party
system and because of a perceived centrist move of the CDU/CSU. Drawing on data
from the Federal Returning Office, I show that the AfD was able to mobilize the
electorate more successfully than other parties and that the party’s electoral success
was in large part due to this mobilization success with the change in turnout the
second strongest predictor of AfD vote shares. Furthermore, employing individual
level data, I show that (a) a plurality of those voters who did not participate in the
2013 elections but participated in the 2017 elections voted for the AfD; and (b) that
the centrist move of the CDU is perceived much more pronouncedly among AfD
voters than among non-AfD voters.
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Wahlbeteiligung und rechtsautoritärer Erfolg – Erkenntnisse aus der
Bundestagswahl 2017 in Deutschland

Zusammenfassung Die AfD („Alternative für Deutschland“) ging aus den Bun-
destagswahlen 2017 als die drittstärkste Partei hervor. Ich argumentiere, dass sich
dieser Wahlerfolg als erfolgreiche Mobilisierung von Wählern erklären lässt, die frü-
heren Wahlen ferngeblieben waren. Theoretisch argumentiere ich, dass die AfD zu
einer asymmetrischen Wählermobilisierung aufgrund ihrer einzigartigen Position im
deutschen Parteiensystem sowie einer wahrgenommenen Positionsveränderung hin
zu Mitte auf Seiten der CDU in der Lage war. Empirisch zeige ich auf der Grundlage
von Daten des Bundeswahlleiters, dass die AfD besser als andere Parteien in der
Lage war, ihre Wähler zu mobilisieren. Die Zunahme der Wahlbeteiligung war der
zweitstärkste Prädiktor für den Stimmenanteil der AfD; ihr Wahlerfolg demnach in
großem Umfang ein Mobilisierungserfolg. Darüber hinaus zeige ich mit Hilfe von
Individualdaten, dass a) die meisten Wähler, die 2013 sich der Stimme enthalten
haben, aber an den Wahlen 2017 teilgenommen haben, die AfD gewählt haben und
b) dass eine Positionsveränderung der CDU hin zur Mitte wesentlich stärker unter
AfD-Wählern wahrgenommen wurde als unter Wählern, die nicht die AfD gewählt
haben.

Schlüsselwörter Wahlbeteiligung · Wahlenthaltung · Populismus · Extrem rechte
Parteien

1 Introduction

The results of the fall 2017 German federal elections have seen the far right populist
“Alternative für Deutschland” (“Alternative for Germany” – AfD) surging to become
the third largest party behind the center-right Christian Democrats (CDU/CSU) and
the center-left Social Democrats (SPD). Surprising many observers, the success of
the AfD was prove to the fact that the populist surge in Europe and elsewhere
is far from over. The representation of the AfD in the federal parliament with 92
“Mitglieder des Bundestages” (“Members of the Federal Parliament”, MdB) also
marks a new phase in the history of post-war democratic Germany. The parliament
of the Federal republic had been without a far-right party throughout its history of
almost 70 years, reflecting the country’s Nazi past and its continuing remembrance
in official and societal memory.

So how did this happen? In this paper, I argue that the AfD’s success can be
explained by the party’s ability to mobilize an electorate that in past elections had
increasingly abstained from voting. Employing a spatial logic and using data form
the Chapel Hill expert survey, I show that the proportion of the policy space that
is covered by the positions of parties who gained representation in the federal
parliament has increased two-and-a-half-fold between 2013 and 2017. In the next
step, employing district level data, I show that the AfD was especially strong in
those districts where the increase in voter turnout was particularly high. At the
same time, this increase in electoral participation that increased support for the
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AfD, primarily hurt the Social Democrats, but also the CDU/CSU. I also show
that the AfD is the only party whose electoral fate in 2017 was positively and
significantly influenced by the far-right neo-Nazi party NPD in the previous elections
in 2013. This means that the AfD was able to tap into the potential of a party that
the Federal Constitutional Court in a landmark 2017 decision has described as
promoting a political concept which“seeks to abolish the liberal democratic order
of the Federal Republic”, “disregards human dignity and is incompatible with the
principle of democracy” (Bundesverfassungsgericht 2017).

To further corroborate my findings, I draw on micro-level data from the German
Longitudinal Election Study (GLES) (Roßteutscher et al. 2018; Rattinger et al.
2017a, b) and show (a) that of those voters who had not participated in 2013 but
went to the polls in the 2017 elections, a plurality voted for the AfD, suggesting
that the AfD was able to mobilize previous non-voters; (b) that the AfD was viewed
disproportionately favorably among voter who abstained in 2013 but turned out in
2017; and (c) that the centrist shifts of the CDU were perceived much more strongly
by supporters of the AfD than by either the general electorate or by experts.

The AfD was successful by positioning itself in an unpopulated area of the policy
space. Recent data from the Chapel Hill Expert survey show that the AfD is more
conservative on a societal dimension than any other party in the German political
system. On a state-market dimension, the AfD holds the most unclear positions
of all parties in the Federal Parliament. Some party representatives have tried to
considerably soften the party’s pro-market profile and are now advocating policies
that are in line with nativist pro-welfare state stances of parties like the far-right
Sweden Democrats. The AfD also holds distinct positions on European integration; it
is the party that holds the most pronounced anti-EU integration positions. At the same
time, the EU issue has very high salience for the AfD. I will show that the AfD was
able to enlarge the policy space to include these issues, especially immigration, that
were perceived as important by many voters in the 2017 elections. Using GLES data,
I show that for over 40 percent of voters, refugee and immigration issues featured as
the most important or the second most important political problem. For AfD voters,
this number is 57 percent. These findings are in line with recent results showing
that AfD voters are strongly motivated by anti-immigrant sentiments (Goerres et al.
2018).

But why was the AfD able to mobilize so many voters just now? I argue that the
perceived centrist turn of the CDU/CSU together with a depoliticized climate during
the 2013–2017 Grand Coalition has contributed to the AfD’s success. By moving to
the political center on issues like immigration, minimum wages, and, more recently,
marriage equality, Angela Merkel’s CDU has won approval from centrist voters. At
the same time, this has rendered the center-left SPD and the center-right CDU more
alike. On top of that, the Grand Coalition that has governed the country from 2013
to 2017 commanded 80 percent of the votes in the Bundestag. This has contributed
to the perception that politics had been depoliticized because all or almost all of the
parties supported the policies of the government, especially in issue areas like EU
integration and during the so-called refugee crisis of 2015. The AfD was able to re-
politicize the discussion, albeit in an ugly way. This is reflected in the fact that 81
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percent of AfD supporters said that the “AfD does not solve any problems, but they
are telling it like it is”1.

The results presented in this paper have implications that reach beyond the 2017
German elections. From a normative perspective, the increase in electoral participa-
tion is a good thing for democracy. However, since many of the new or returning
voters voted for a political party outside the mainstream consensus, the ability of
the political system to provide functionally adequate policies to the demands of the
electorate has decreased. Therefore, the support for a far-right protest party could
undermine the output legitimizing dimension of politics or what Sven Steinmo has
referred to as the “efficacy” of a political system – a government’s ability to “get
things done.” (Steinmo 2013, 85). This, in turn, would further undermine citizens’
trust in the system, thereby giving rise to more votes that go to forces outside the
established political consensus. Against this backdrop, it is questionable whether an
increase in turnout is an unequivocally desirable development.

In the remainder of this paper, I will first situate my argument in the context of
the larger literature on electoral participation, de-politicization and far-right party
support. In the empirical part, I first present evidence on the AfD’s unique position
in the policy space. I will then show results from regression models that connect
turnout to party support in the 2017 German elections, before presenting micro-level
empirical evidence. A final section concludes.

2 Theoretical considerations: Indifference, alienation and the politics of
de-politicization

Far-right parties may be a new phenomenon as a presence in the Federal Republic’s
parliament. Yet, they are anything but new in the political arena of most Western
democracies. However, their significance for electoral participation has been scantly
explored. This is somewhat surprising given that we have fairly solid results on the
turnout-enhancing effect of a higher number of parties competing for votes (Mar-
tin and Plümper 2005; Cancela and Geys 2016). Furthermore, as Crepaz (1990) has
noted more than a quarter century ago, the presence of parties competing on a dimen-
sion that is different than the one other parties are competing on, can significantly
enhance electoral turnout.

While Crepaz was referring to post-materialist parties that had at the time of
his writing been only recently established as political competitors in the electoral
arenas of the West, these parties are analytically not different from contemporary
right-wing populist parties. Just like the post-materialist parties of old, the right-
wing populist and authoritarian parties do not mainly compete on a classic left-
right dimension of government intervention and redistribution. Rather, they position
themselves most distinctly on the opposite end of the societal dimension that their
post-materialist competitors had been opening up so successfully as a new cleavage
in electoral politics (Müller-Rommel 1999). Paul Taggart (1995) describes both the
emergence of “New Politics” parties on the left and of “New Populism” parties on

1 https://www.tagesschau.de/inland/deutschlandtrend-925.pdf.
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the right as a reaction to the “demise of the postwar settlement” (Taggart 1995,
S. 47).

While the New Politics party have since been absorbed into the mainstream and,
especially in the case of the German Greens, see themselves as the true heirs to the
values of liberal democracy, the right-wing populists are competing as anti-system
parties and as political forces that are in opposition to the established parties and
“corrupt elites” (see, for many, Mudde (2016). Two strands run through the rhetoric
of the authoritarian populist. The first one is a rejection of the system as a whole.
It is perceived as corrupt and broken, not in line with “the will of the people”. In
Germany, the AfD claims that the rule of law has been compromised and that

“the secret sovereign in Germany is a small, powerful political oligarchy that
has spread in the existing political parties. [...] A political class has formed
whose primary interest is their power, their status and their material well-be-
ing. This oligarchy controls the levers of power in the government (“staatliche
Macht”), political education and the influence of the media on the popula-
tion.” (AfD 2017, point 1.3, author’s translation).

This is fairly typical right wing populist parlance. The people are manipulated by
an elite conspiracy. If only the people could take back decision making powers, all
problems could be swiftly overcome.

The second strand of far-right rhetoric is the sameness of all parties in the system.
Not only the political system itself is rejected, but the political parties in that system
are cast as indistinguishable. The AfD manifesto of 2017, cited above, is full of
references to “the parties”, “all parties”, “different parties who all promise the same”.
The only party that is unlike all the other parties is, of course, the AfD.

These two strands, anti-system rhetoric, and indistinguishable-parties rhetoric,
align with two theoretical explanations for vote abstention in the literature, alien-
ation and indifference. In a spatial voting model, alienation occurs when all the
parties or candidates are too far away from a voter’s ideal point, thus rendering the
cost-benefit calculation of voting negative. Indifference stems from the impression
on the part of the voter that parties/candidates are too similar to warrant the effort of
voting. The authoritarian populists position themselves both as alternatives to other
parties, thereby addressing the indifference motive, and as political forces outside
the system, thus addressing the alienation motive. This is in line with theoretical
expectations from simulation studies that show that an increased propensity to ab-
stain will have a radicalizing and polarizing effect on the party system (Plümper and
Martin 2008). This effect should be stronger for abstention from alienation motives
than for abstention that is due to indifference (Erikson and Romero 1990; Adams
et al. 2006, 1120–1121).

According to Dassonneville and Hooghe (2016), both indifference towards parties
as well as alienation from all parties and therefore the party system as a whole has
increased over time in the established democracies of Western Europe. Using a time
series of survey data from 1989 to 2014, Dassonneville and Hooghe (2016) show that
the de-alignment of voters from parties, i.e. the weakening of the bond to a specific
party that stems from socialization and cultural practices, has led to an electorate that
is both more open to other parties and alienated from all parties. In such a context,
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a party that is unlike all the other parties in the system, like the German AfD, can
hope to garner substantial support, both from voters who are interested in the policy
positions the party stands for and from voters who have been alienated from all
parties and chose not to participate in elections in which the new party was not
present.

Kitschelt and McGann (1997, 48) seemed to have had the German case in mind
when they wrote, 20 years before the fact, that the electoral prospects of the “New
Radical Right” will be markedly improved “where moderate left and right parties
have converged toward centrist positions and may even have cooperated in govern-
ment coalitions”. Abedi (2002) tests this prediction against the expectation that right
wing parties’ electoral success might be improved not by an increasing similarity
of established parties but rather by an increasing polarization of the party system,
as Ignazi (1992) has famously claimed. Abedi finds empirical support only for the
similarity thesis, not for the polarization thesis.

Both indifference and alienation as reasons for vote abstention invoke a spatial
logic in which parties either hold positions that are too similar or all parties are per-
ceived as too far away from a voter’s ideal point to make voting worthwhile. Both de-
velopments have their historical and theoretical underpinnings. Against the backdrop
of the “government overload” discussion of the mid 1970s to mid 1980s (Streeck
and Schäfer 2013, 169–195), policy platforms in advanced economies generally
shifted towards more market friendly positions. As policies throughout the OECD
countries became more economically liberal and more open towards increasingly
globalized markets, the problem-solving capacity of national governments became
increasingly more doubtful. Hellwig (2014) presents evidence that electorates today
ascribe limited responsibility for managing the economy to national governments.
This is a result reflected in Steiner and Martin (2012) who find that (a) partisan
positions have become more similar as a result of global integration and (b) the
increase in similarity has decreased turnout – which brings us back to our initial
discussion about the relationship between indifference, turnout, and the electoral
success of right wing authoritarian parties. The convergence of platforms, i.e. the
perceived increased similarity of political parties is one source of declining turnout.

Globalization has been invoked by, among others, Adams et al. (2009); Ward
et al. (2011); Burgoon (2009) as an explanation for an increased similarity of party
platforms. Mudde (2004, 555) draws a direct connection between the “actual or
perceived” limitation that globalization puts on the ability of policy makers to influ-
ence outcomes and the “Populist Zeitgeist”. Crouch (2004), on the other hand, has
argued that Western countries have moved to the age of “post-democracy”, in which
government functions are delegated to market actors and where government agen-
cies themselves function not according to a political logic but rather in a mimicry
of the market model. Such a post-democracy de-politicizes the political by re-com-
modifying previously de-commodified aspects of the lives of its citizens. In such an
environment, a rhetoric of “There is No Alternative” (TINA) – famously associated
with former British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher – can be used politically to
convey the inevitability of adhering to market forces, if not surrendering to them.
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A powerful echo of the TINA ceterum censeo could be heard during the world
financial and economic crisis and even more so during the sovereign debt crisis in
Europe. In 2010, German Chancellor Merkel called a bailout package for Greece
“alternativlos” – “without alternative” (FAZ 2010). Without the German parliament
consenting to a law committing Germany to a loan guarantee of 22.4 billion Euro,
a new financial crisis would threaten prosperity and the viability of the European
project. This was not the last vote in the German parliament during the looming
crisis and it was not the last time that the TINA rhetoric was invoked.

But globalization not only renders the positions of established parties more alike,
it may have also changed the structure of political competition. Kriesi et al. (2006)
argue that the new cleavage between winners and losers of globalization processes
becomes “embedded” in the old cultural dimension of a two-dimensional policy
space. In this process, new issues will be integrated into the cultural dimension,
prime among them immigration and EU integration (Kriesi et al. 2006). Along
similar lines, Bornschier (2010) argues that globalization indirectly increases conflict
on a cultural dimension by weakening the economic cleavage. This is important for
my argument: Applying a temporal logic, a weakening of the state–market dimension
that precedes the increase in conflict on the cultural dimension can be expected to
first lower electoral participation and then, after the conflict on the cultural dimension
has intensified, to increase electoral participation to the benefit of those actors that
hold the most outspoken positions on this dimension.

For the German case, it took until April 2013 for such an outspoken new player
to enter the political arena. The “Alternative for Germany” explicitly opposed
“bailouts” for Greece and other countries in the Eurozone. From the beginning,
the party positioned itself as an integration skeptic party that challenged the post-
war consensus in Germany. West Germany, since the early days of the first Ade-
nauer government which was established in 1949, sought to firmly embed itself in
Western cooperation and integration arrangements. The transfer of sovereignty to
supranational entities was viewed as a means to regain the ability to act on the
international stage in a situation when Germany was a pariah among nations. This
strategy has proved extraordinarily successful and has since defined foreign policy
in Germany. By challenging this consensus, the AfD was also challenging the notion
that there was no alternative – to European integration, to a bailout for Greece, to
a further transfer of sovereignty when eventually fiscal policies would have to be
delegated to the supranational level, to more redistribution within Europe. The de-
politicization that for the European context had first been driven by a functional
logic of integration in the shadow of a permissive consensus (Hooghe and Marks
2009) and then by the purported inevitability to advert the worst fallout of the triple
crises had backfired. It had brought a new actor into the political arena that was
thoroughly re-politicizing the discussion; a strategy that was eventually rewarded at
the polls.

In the next section, I will put these propositions to the empirical test. I will show
that the AfD was successful because it was able to mobilize the electorate and
that the electorate had previously abstained because of indifference and alienation
motives that were fueled by a feeling that voting made no difference.
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3 Empirical Evidence

In this section, I will present empirical evidence for the claim that the AfD was
able to mobilize an electorate that had not participated in previous elections. The
evidence will be presented in three steps. First, I show descriptive findings at the
party system level and at the level of electoral districts. Macro data at the district
level is then used to draw inferences about the impact of turnout changes on the
electoral results of the AfD and other parties in the 2017 elections. I then turn to
micro level data from different waves of the GLES. I show that the individual level
data is broadly in line with the theoretical claims outlined above.

3.1 Macro level data and descriptive findings

3.1.1 The policy space

Fig. 1a shows the political positions of the larger German parties on two dimen-
sions, based on data from the Chapel Hill Expert Survey (Polk et al. 2017). The
figure depicts parties’ positions on two aggregate dimensions. The horizontal axis is
a state-market dimension and can be described as the “classic” left-right dimension
ranging from a policy stance that advocates welfare spending, redistribution and
government intervention to pro-market, low tax, low spending policy preferences.
The second dimension is the “new politics” dimension, the materialist/post-materi-
alist dimension (Inglehart 1989), or the GAL/TAN dimension – “Green, Alternative,
Libertarian”/“Traditional, Authoritarian, Nationalist” (Hooghe et al. 2002).

The AfD is by far the most conservative party on this dimension. Disregarding the
CSU – the CDU’s sister party that only competes in the state of Bavaria – the party
commands a unique position in the top right corner of the policy space. The CDU is
very much a party of the middle, both on the economic and the societal dimension.
Prior to the 2017 elections, the CDU/CSU voted for a minimum wage and a re-
regulation of the labor market; a shift that did away with some of the pro-market
reforms of the Schröder government. On the GAL/TAN dimension, the CDU/CSU
opened up the vote to allow for the introduction of marriage equality, including the
possibility for gay and lesbian couples to adopt children. Maybe most importantly,
Chancellor Merkel’s 2015 decision to open Germany’s borders to about 1.1 million
refugees and migrants was an unprecedented shift. The move has garnered the
support of the opposition Green party and earned the Chancellor approval far into
the left voting base.

Fig. 1b shows party positions in 2014, again based on CHES measures. The
CDU changed its position on the GAL/TAN dimension only moderately, from 6.0
in 2014 to 5.8 in 2013. However, as will be shown below, the extent of this shift is
perceived as much larger by voters of the AfD than by voters who didn’t support
the AfD. There is another difference between the situation in 2014 and 2017: The
proportion of the policy space that was covered by parties represented in the federal
parliament increased markedly between the two points in time. Fig. 2a and b shows
the policy space with the ideological space covered by parties in parliament shaded
in grey. After the 2013 elections, with the AfD and the FDP narrowly missing the
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Fig. 1 Political parties in Ger-
many, a 2017 and b 2014 posi-
tions

representation threshold, a mere 12 percent of the ideological space was covered by
the positions of the parties represented in parliament. After the 2017 election, this
number increased to almost 30 percent. It seems plausible that some voters who did
not vote in the 2013 election chose to abstain because of alienation reasons. With
the AfD as a credible competitor, these voters may well have found an alternative
more to their liking in 2017. In line with this, and as will be shown below, a plurality
of those that didn’t vote in the 2013 elections but participated in 2017 voted for the
AfD.

Comparing Fig. 1a and Fig. 1b also shows that the AfD has moved somewhat
to the left on an economic dimension. It is worth pointing out that the economic
position of the AfD is less straightforward than the data might suggest. Of all the
parties covered by the 2017 CHES data, the AfD is by far the least clear in their
economic position. On a 0 to 10 scale for clarity of the economic left-right position,
the party scores a 3.5. By contrast, the Green party is at 6.3 and the CDU at 6.1 for the
clarity of their respective economic stances. The AfD is experiencing an intra-party
struggle between its market-liberal origins and welfare-nativist forces. As Lefkofridi
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Fig. 2 a 2014 and b 2017 party
positions with ideological space
covered by parties in parliament

et al. (2014) point out, voters who combine preferences for redistribution with
authoritarian views, represent a “considerable size” of the electorate across Western
Europe. Some in the AfD, especially in east Germany, seem to make a push to
become more attractive to those voters by softening their market-liberal profile.

The position of the AfD is unique in another respect as well. In Fig. 3, we see
the positions parties take regarding EU integration and the salience of this issue in
the respective party manifestos. Again, the AfD stands out from all the other parties
with its emphasis on the EU and the negative attitude towards EU integration. The
tight cluster of CDU, SPD, and the Greens in the pro-integration, moderato-to-
high salience region of the figure reflects the post-war consensus among established
political parties in Germany2. The AfD departs from this consensus, offering itself as
an alternative to voters who do not share the pro-integration stances of other parties
in the political arena.

2 The FDP is not visible in this picture because its position is practically identical with the CSU’s.
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Fig. 3 Parties’ 2017 positions
on European integration

3.1.2 Voter shifts and regional turnout patterns

But was the AfD actually able to mobilize voters with these policy stances? To
answer this question, we can first look at voter shifts. Fig. 4 is based on data from
the German Longitudinal Election Survey post-election survey that was conducted
between Sept. 25 and Nov. 30, 2017 (Roßteutscher et al. 2018). It shows that previous
non-voters constituted the second-largest voting block of the AfD among voters who
had previously not voted for the AfD. The AfD won 5,878,115 list votes. Of these,
more than 13 percent came from former non-voters.3

The AfD won the largest chunk of votes from former voters of the CDU/CSU.
More than two million CDU/CSU voters turned to the AfD. This is in line with the
expectation that the AfD was able to mobilize voters because (a) the party occupies
an unpopulated area of the policy space and that (b) the party that has been closest
to this region, the CDU/CDU, would suffer from a move to the center to the benefit
of the AfD.

We can, therefore, cautiously infer from these observations that the AfD was,
indeed, able to mobilize voters and that this mobilization effort increased voter
turnout. Of course, the AfD did not mobilize all of those who abstained in 2013.
In fact, with an increase in participation rates of 4.6 percent between 2013 and
2017, the 14.7 million non-voters still constitute the largest group when compared

3 It is worth pointing out that these results in some respects differ markedly from the results of the election
research firm Infratest Dimap that have been widely circulated, for example here: https://www.tagesschau.
de/inland/btw17/waehlerwanderung-115.html In the Infratest data, previous non-voters were the strongest
source of support for the AfD. Former voters of the CDU/CSU accounted for just over 1 million AfD votes.
I checked my results by analyzing vote shifts towards the Green party and found much more consistency
with the Infratest data there. The discrepancy is probably introduced through the social desirability bias
that is stronger in the GLES data. Likewise, the GLES data are collected after election results are known.
Respondents may thus have an incentive to conform to a narrative that is already established at the time
of the interview. On the other hand, the GLES data are overall of much higher quality and – unlike the
Infratest vote shift data – come from a single source, namely the responses of the persons interviewed for
the survey. It is obvious, though, that electoral participation if massively over-reported in the GLES data.
If all respondents told the truth, we’d be looking at a turnout rate of almost 94 percent.

K

https://www.tagesschau.de/inland/btw17/waehlerwanderung-115.html
https://www.tagesschau.de/inland/btw17/waehlerwanderung-115.html


256 C. W. Martin

Fig. 4 Voter shifts in the 2017
federal elections based on GLES
post-election data. Source: Roß-
teutscher et al. 2018

to the results of individual parties. As will be shown below, however, the AfD was
uniquely successful in their mobilization effort and was the plurality winner among
those who said that they had abstained in 2013 but claimed to have voted in 2017.

The pattern of an increase in participation benefiting the AfD can already be
seen in one of the earliest elections in which the AfD competed. Coinciding with
Federal elections, the state of Hesse conducted elections to the state legislature on
Sept. 22, 2013. The AfD, having been founded less than eight month before that
date, competed in these elections and won 4.1 percent of the votes. Analyzing where
those votes came from shows that only 80,000 of the AfD’s roughly 127,000 votes
in the state came from voters who had voted for other parties in the previous, 2009,
election. Almost 47,000 votes (37 percent) came from former non-voters.4

Interestingly, the short-lived Pirate party did not have the same effect on electoral
turnout. In the 2012 elections in Germany’s most populous state, North Rhine-
Westphalia, the Pirate party surged to 7.8 percent of votes, guaranteeing them 20
seats in the state’s 237 seat parliamentary assembly. However, electoral participation
was virtually unchanged from the previous elections in 2010. The Pirate’s success
was not one of mobilization but one of voters switching from other parties. This in in
line with theoretical expectations from spatial voting theory: The Pirates positioned
themselves in a crowded area of the policy space. In many respects, their position
was largely identical with that of the Green party and bore strong resemblance to the
Left party’s positions. In contrast, the AfD occupies a position in the policy space
that is virtually unpopulated, especially unpopulated by contenders with a reasonable
expectation to make it into the federal parliament. This is also the reason why the
electoral fate of the Pirates will probably not be shared by the AfD.

A final piece of macro-level descriptive empirical evidence comes from the re-
gional distribution of turnout rates. Turnout increased overall to 76 percent from
71.5 percent in 2013. However, turnout did not increase everywhere to the same
extent. Fig. 5 shows a map of the change in turnout rate between 2013 and 2017

4 Own calculation with data from Infratest Dimap https://wahl.tagesschau.de/wahlen/2013-09-22-LT-DE-
HE/analyse-wanderung.shtml and the Hesse State Returning Office.
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Fig. 5 Change in voter turnout between 2013 and 2017 elections

on the level of electoral districts. The Eastern part of the country stands out, with
turnout rates in some district in Eastern Bavaria jumping by 10 percent and more.
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Fig. 6 Change in AfD vote share from 2013 elections

We can look at a map that shows the change of AfD vote share from the 2013
elections (Fig. 6). While there is no perfect congruence with turnout changes, it
seems clear that the AfD did particularly well in those regions that saw pronounced
changes to electoral turnout.
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3.2 Macro level inferences

I will now analyze the electoral success of the parties represented in the German
parliament using multivariate models. The question asked here is what determines
the electoral success of parties and, most importantly, how does this success relate to
electoral participation? In taking advantage of the variation in both variables at the
electoral district level, we can draw conclusions about the importance of electoral
participation. By relating participation to the electoral success of different parties,
we can draw inferences about which party benefited the most. I will show that the
increase in participation has disproportionately benefitted the AfD.

The data come from the Federal Returning Office and are at the district level.
There are 299 electoral districts in Germany. In each of these districts, voters cast
two votes. The first vote determines the plurality winner of a competition among
candidates in the district. The second vote goes towards the party list and is the
more important one since deviations from the second-vote based result through
overrepresentation of list candidates will be equalized in the composition of the
Federal parliament.

As my core independent variable, I include the change in electoral participation
from the previous election. Modeling turnout as change rather than as level allows for
an implicit comparison between structurally different districts with different base-
line voter turnout rates. Additional independent variables are population density to
account for the influence of a possible urban/rural cleavage, the percentage of people
with “migration background”5 in a district to gauge the idea that exposure to migrant
decreases far right success, disposable income per capita and the unemployment rate
to test theories of economic deprivation as an explanation for far-right success and
a dummy variable (“East”) that is set to 1 if the district is located in the former
GDR. Table 7 in the Appendix (available online) gives an overview and descriptive
statistics for these variables.

I estimate two sets of multivariate OLS models for the vote shares of each of the
six parties CDU/CSU, SPD, AfD, FDP (the pro-business liberals), the Greens and
the Left Party.6 In each of these models, the vote share of the respective party in the
2017 elections is the dependent variable. The two sets of models are distinguished by
their treatment of past election results. The models shown in Tables 3 and 4 include
the respective party’s vote share in 2013, while the models shown in Tables 1 and
2 do not. The interpretation of the coefficients changes accordingly. While those
models that do not include 2013 vote shares model the level of 2017 vote shares as
a function of the covariates included in the model, the models that do include 2013

5 “Migration background means foreign nationals plus all those Germans who came to Germany after 1955
plus all those Germans with at least one parent who came to Germany after 1955” – “Als Personen mit Mi-
grationshintergrund werden alle zugewanderten und nicht zugewanderten Ausländer sowie alle nach 1955
auf das heutige Gebiet der Bundesrepublik Deutschland zugewanderten Deutschen und alle Deutschen
mit zumindest einem nach 1955 auf das heutige Gebiet der Bundesrepublik Deutschland zugewanderten
Elternteil definiert.” (Federal Returning Office: https://www.bundeswahlleiter.de/bundestagswahlen/2017/
strukturdaten/beschreibung.html).
6 As a check of robustness, I also ran OLS regressions with the absolute number of votes instead of vote
shares. The results are largely unchanged.
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Table 1 Determinants of party success, not including past election results

CDU/CSU SPD AfD

(1) (2) (3)

Change in Turnout from 2013 0.214� �0.872��� 0.510���

(0.116) (0.119) (0.103)

Population Density �0.000��� �0.000��� �0.000���

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Disposable income per capita 0.000� �0.000��� 0.000

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Higher Education (percentage Abitur) �0.002��� 0.001��� �0.002���

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Unemployment �0.006��� 0.011��� 0.003��

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Percentage migration background �0.002��� �0.001��� 0.001���

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

East �0.073��� �0.134��� 0.112���

(0.008) (0.008) (0.007)

Constant 0.427��� 0.286��� 0.107���

(0.032) (0.033) (0.028)

Observations 299 299 299

R2 0.718 0.724 0.729

Adjusted R2 0.711 0.717 0.723

Residual Std. Error (df = 291) 0.032 0.033 0.028

F Statistic (df = 7; 291) 105.830��� 108.835��� 111.919���

Notes: ��� Significant at the 1 percent level. �� Significant at the 5 percent level. � Significant at the 10
percent level.

vote shares effectively model the change in vote shares from 2013 to 2017. The
“Vote share 2013” variable leaves only that part of the variance to be picked up by
the other covariates that is not modeled by that variable. This is just the difference
between a party’s result in 2013 and its result in 2017.

Considering the level models in Tables 1 and 2 first, we find a number of inter-
esting results. The change in turnout from 2013 (a 4.6 percent increase on average)
benefitted the AfD and hurt both the SPD and the FDP. It was barely significant for
the CDU/CSU and the Left Party. Turnout change did not matter for the Greens.

Substantively, increasing the change in turnout (i.e. mobilization) from its mean
by one standard deviation leads to a one percentage point increase in AfD votes.
This is a relatively large effect, given that the AfD fell short of clearing the threshold
for parliamentary representation by just 0.3 percent in the 2013 federal elections.
On the other hand, the SPD massively lost from an increase in turnout, showing
that the party was not able to speak to its voters. Of the other variables, we observe
a number of significant effects. Most importantly the AfD is stronger in the East.
On average, going from a Western district to one in the East increases AfD vote
share by more than 11 percent.
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Table 2 Determinants of party success, not including past election results

FDP Greens Left Party

(1) (2) (3)

Change in Turnout from 2013 �0.432��� �0.111 0.106�

(0.059) (0.092) (0.056)

Population Density �0.000 0.000��� 0.000���

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Disposable income per capita 0.000��� 0.000 �0.000���

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Higher Education (percentage Abitur) 0.000 0.001��� 0.001���

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Unemployment 0.000 �0.008��� 0.000

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Percentage migration background 0.001��� 0.001��� 0.000

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

East �0.001 �0.012� 0.096���

(0.004) (0.006) (0.004)

Constant �0.026 0.081��� 0.072���

(0.016) (0.026) (0.016)

Observations 299 299 299

R2 0.638 0.587 0.895

Adjusted R2 0.629 0.577 0.892

Residual Std. Error (df = 291) 0.016 0.026 0.016

F Statistic (df = 7; 291) 73.182��� 59.142��� 352.985���

Notes: ��� Significant at the 1 percent level. �� Significant at the 5 percent level. � Significant at the 10
percent level.

Secondly, the AfD is stronger in less populated areas, i.e. outside the big cities.
The AfD is also stronger where voters are less educated and where unemployment is
higher. Finally, the AfD is stronger in districts where the share of the population with
a “migration background” is higher. Given the definition of “migration background”
(see above), immigrants from Russia who came to Germany in the early 1990s and
who disproportionately support the AfD could explain this effect. Fig. 7 shows a z-
score standardized coefficient plot (beta coefficients) that allow for a more accessible
comparison.

If we analyze the AfD as a “New Populism” party (Taggart 1995) and compare
it to its competitor at the other end of the GAL/TAN continuum, we find that, there,
the Green party is almost a mirror image of the AfD when it comes to the sources of
its electoral support. The Greens are stronger in more densely populated areas (i.e.
in the cities), they benefit from a highly educated population and they are stronger
where unemployment is lower. Interestingly, they are – just like the AfD – stronger
in districts where the population share with “migration background” is higher. I
would venture the guess that this effect has different sources for the Greens and for
the AfD. For the Greens, it seems plausible to expect that this result reflects their
success in the multi-cultural neighborhoods of the big cities. Finally, the Greens are
weaker in the East, but this result is only marginally significantly.
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Table 3 Determinants of party success, including past election results

CDU/CSU SPD AfD

(1) (2) (3)

Vote Share 2013 0.662��� 0.806��� 2.123���

(0.026) (0.019) (0.141)

Change in Turnout from 2013 �0.181��� �0.147��� 0.617���

(0.067) (0.048) (0.077)

Population Density �0.000 �0.000��� �0.000���

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Disposable income per capita �0.000 �0.000��� �0.000��

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Higher Education (percentage Abitur) 0.000 �0.000 �0.002���

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Unemployment �0.000 �0.001� 0.004���

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Percentage migration background �0.001��� �0.000 0.000

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

East �0.059��� �0.011��� 0.063���

(0.004) (0.004) (0.006)

Constant 0.096��� 0.077��� 0.053��

(0.022) (0.013) (0.022)

Observations 299 299 299

R2 0.911 0.960 0.848

Adjusted R2 0.909 0.959 0.844

Residual Std. Error (df = 290) 0.018 0.012 0.021

F Statistic (df = 8; 290) 371.123��� 877.811��� 201.892���

Notes: ��� Significant at the 1 percent level. �� Significant at the 5 percent level. � Significant at the 10
percent level.

In fact, the AfD is unlike any other party – there is no competitor that matches the
AfD’s profile in terms of the combination of variables that predicts party success.
And the AfD is unique in yet another, more troubling respect – its strong predictive
power of a variable that captures the NPD’s vote share in 2013. As mentioned above,
the NPD is a party with a clear neo-Nazi profile. Table 5 shows regression results
on AfD (model 1) and CDU/CSU (model 2) vote shares that include the district
results of the NPD in the 2013 elections. The AfD is the only party whose success
is positively and significantly related to NPD vote shares in 2013. By contrast and
for example, the CDU/CSU’s share is negatively and significantly related to NPD
vote share in 2013 (the same is true for FDP, the Greens, and the Left party, while
the result is insignificant for the SPD)7. The magnitude of this effect is large, too:
Comparing the district with the lowest NPD support in 2013 to the district with the
largest support, the result for the AfD would increase by more than 2 percent through
that effect alone (with everything else being equal). What is more, AfD support in

7 As a robustness check, I also calculated the influence of CDU/CSU and SPD vote shares in 2013 on 2017
AfD vote shares (see Table 8 in the Appendix (available online). The results are virtually unchanged.).
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Table 4 Determinants of party success, including past election results

FDP Greens Left Party

(1) (2) (3)

Vote Share 2013 1.560��� 1.167��� 0.813���

(0.066) (0.025) (0.035)

Change in Turnout from 2013 �0.250��� 0.038 0.128���

(0.036) (0.032) (0.034)

Population Density �0.000� �0.000 0.000���

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Disposable income per capita 0.000��� 0.000��� �0.000���

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Higher Education (percentage Abitur) 0.000 �0.001��� 0.001���

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Unemployment 0.002��� �0.001 �0.001���

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Percentage migration background 0.000 0.000 �0.000

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

East 0.006�� 0.007��� �0.036���

(0.002) (0.002) (0.006)

Constant �0.008 �0.036��� 0.028���

(0.010) (0.009) (0.010)

Observations 299 299 299

R2 0.876 0.951 0.963

Adjusted R2 0.872 0.950 0.961

Residual Std. Error (df = 290) 0.010 0.009 0.009

F Statistic (df = 8; 290) 255.679��� 710.122��� 931.069���

Notes: ��� Significant at the 1 percent level. �� Significant at the 5 percent level. � Significant at the 10
percent level.

2017 is positively and significantly related to NPD support in 2017 as well. The
difference between the district with the lowest NPD support and the district with the
highest NPD support translates into an increase of AfD votes of almost 2 percent.
Again, the positive and significant relation between NPD support in 2017 and AfD
support in 2017 is unique to the AfD.

I will now turn to the discussion of the results shown in Tables 5 and 6. Recall
that these regressions include vote shares from the 2013 elections as independent
variables. We can thus interpret the effect of the change in turnout variable as
evidence for the success in mobilizing voters. Put differently, the change on turnout
here models the difference between 2013 and 2017 vote shares.

For the AfD, this variable is positive and significant, while it is negative and
significant for the CDU/CSU, the SPD and the FDP. This means that the AfD was
able to turn a change in turnout into a change in support over 2013, i.e. that it was
able to disproportionately mobilize voters. By contrast, the CDU, whose vote share
level benefited from an increase in turnout (all else being equal), was hurt if the
difference to the last election is considered. The coefficient on the turnout change
variable can be interpreted as an indicator for the degree to which a party was able
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Fig. 7 Coefficient plot of
z-score standardized indepen-
dent variables for AfD support

to asymmetrically mobilize supporters. Increasing the difference in turnout between
2013 and 2017 by one standard deviation from the variable’s mean accounts for
more than 15 percent in the difference between the AfD’s vote share between 2013
and 2017. Going from the minimum turnout change to the maximum accounts for
almost 80 percent in the AfD’s increase in vote share over 2013. For the CDU/CSU
who lost more than 8 percent in vote share between 2013 and 2017, the change in
turnout accounts for more than a fifth of its losses. For the SPD, this number is
almost 30 percent. Comparing z-score standardized beta coefficients, we find that
the change in turnout is the second most important predictor for the change in AfD
support, behind the East dummy variable.

In the next section, I will employ empirical evidence at the level of the individual
voter in order to corroborate these macro-level findings and relate them to the
theoretical discussion.

3.3 Micro level empirical evidence

Macro-level evidence can only tell us so much. While the results at the macro
level outlined above seem to be broadly in line with the theoretical expectation
of a mobilization success of the AfD based on motivating voters who did previ-
ously not participate in elections, individual-level data can provide a more complete
picture. Here, I augment the macro-level information with inferences based on indi-
vidual level data. Using different waves of the German Longitudinal Election Study
(GLES), we can first address the question whether a change in indifference mo-
tives is responsible for the AfD’s success. The GLES contains a question that asks
whether respondents think that “Voting can make a big difference” or if they think
that “Voting won’t make any difference to what happens in politics” (Rattinger et al.
2017b) In 2009, the percentage of respondents who opined that voting can make
a big difference, was 31.3. This number was even lower in 2013, where only 28.7
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Table 5 Neo-Nazi vote share and electoral success

AfD vote share CDU/CSU vote share

(1) (2)

Change in Turnout from 2013 0.450��� 0.236��

(0.063) (0.112)

NPD vote share 2013 4.721��� �1.660���

(0.218) (0.385)

Population Density �0.000��� �0.000���

(0.000) (0.000)

Disposable income per capita 0.000 0.000

(0.000) (0.000)

Higher Education (percentage Abitur) �0.001��� �0.002���

(0.000) (0.000)

Unemployment �0.001 �0.005���

(0.001) (0.001)

Percentage migration background 0.001��� �0.002���

(0.000) (0.000)

East 0.036��� �0.046���

(0.006) (0.010)

Constant 0.036�� 0.452���

(0.018) (0.032)

Observations 299 299

R2 0.897 0.735

Adjusted R2 0.894 0.728

Residual Std. Error (df = 290) 0.018 0.031

F Statistic (df = 8; 290) 314.715��� 100.511���

Notes: ��� Significant at the 1 percent level. �� Significant at the 5 percent level. � Significant at the 10
percent level.

thought that voting makes a big difference. In 2017, on the other hand, 41.7 percent
of respondents ascribed a big impact to voting.8

To see if there is a connection between the perception of the importance of voting
and electoral participation, respondents’ opinions are related to their (self-reported)
actions. Fig. 8 uses the GLES post-election surveys from the years 2009, 2013 and
2017 to gauge whether there is a consistent pattern that connects the perception
of the impact of voting with self-reported electoral participation. Despite the over-
reporting of voting, there is a clear pattern across all three federal elections. Electoral
participation increases in the importance respondents ascribe to voting. What is
noteworthy about this is the increase in participation rates among those who believe
that voting “won’t make any difference” from 2009/2013 to 2017. Almost 70 percent
of those who say that voting doesn’t make a difference claim that they participated
in the 2017 elections. Part of this is without doubt due to over-reporting of electoral

8 Unfortunately, the GLES long-term panel that includes the 2017 elections has not been published yet.
Therefore, the empirical exercise here has to rely on self-reported retrospective claims.
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Table 6 Perception of political positions

Non AfD voters AfD voters

2017
General left-right dimension CDU 6.23 5.21

SPD 4.5 3.87
Economic left-right dimension CDU 5.65 5.63

SPD 6.51 6.57
Libertarian-authoritarian dimension CDU 6.1 4.98

SPD 5.23 4.4

2013
General left-right dimension CDU 7.16 6.65

SPD 4.72 4.47
Economic left-right dimension CDU 4.53 4.77

SPD 7.22 7.79
Libertarian-authoritarian dimension CDU 6.79 6.48

SPD 5.25 4.49

participation. But it is also in line with the the expectation that the AfD was able to
mobilize in particular those who feel distanced and alienated from the established
party system9 (Schwarzbözl and Fatke 2016).

How does this relate to the increase in support for the AfD? In the GLES survey,
voters are asked to recall whether they have participated in the previous federal
elections. Comparing these data between 2013 and 2017, we can construct a variable
“BECAMEVOTER” that takes on the value 1 if someone reported not to have voted
in 2013 but said that they participated in 2017. All other combinations of the two
electoral participation variables are coded as 0. We can then ask how the distribution
of this variable is different between self-reported voters of the AfD and those who
either voted for another party or refused to answer. Among AfD voters, the rate of
those who had become voters in the 2017 elections, i.e. those who did not participate
in 2013 but did participate in 2017, was 14 percent. By comparison, among all other
respondents, that rate was just over 3 percent. Looking at this the other way round,
the AfD is the most voted-for party among those who became voters in 2017. Of
the 72 voters who did not participate in 2013 but claimed to have done so in 2017,
21 reported having voted for the AfD (29.2 percent), while 16 (22.2 percent) said
that they had voted for the second strongest political force, CDU/CSU. Despite the
relatively small number of respondents who switched from non-voting to voting,
this is a striking result and shows at the individual level that the AfD benefitted the

9 These results are confirmed by multi-variate logit regressions where individual electoral participation
is the dependent variable and perceived difference voting makes as the core independent variable. The
regressions control for income and education. Results are available on request.
10 Interestingly, of the 115 respondents who said that they abstained in 2013, only 43 said that they ab-
stained in 2017 as well. In other words, more non-voters became voters than non-voters remained non-
voters.
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Fig. 8 Attitudes on importance of voting and self-reported electoral participation

most from increased voter turnout. Mobilization success was skewed towards voters
who ended up voting for the AfD.10

A different observation corroborates this conclusion. We can also look which
party a voter “feels close to”. Such closeness is associated with voting decisions but
does not fully determine them. In fact, a plurality of voters (31.49 percent) report not
feeling any closer to any party than to others. Among those who switched from not
voting in 2013 to voting in the most recent election, this number is 41.67 percent.
Among those that do feel close to a party, however, the AfD is the second-most
mentioned party (the SPD is the most mentioned party). We can interpret this finding
as evidence that many of those who decided to participate in the 2017 elections but
had not participated in 2013 have become dissociated from party politics and feel no
attachment to any party. Most of these votes, as seen above, went to the AfD. This
observation is in line with both an indifference and alienation motive for abstention.

What were the topics these voters cared about? The GLES 2017 data contain an
open question regarding the most important and the second most important political
issue. I coded all the responses that contain the terms “Flüchtlinge”, “Ausländer”,
“Einwanderung”, “Asyl” or “Islam” and derivations thereof (including misspelled
terms like “Flüchlingskriese”) as 1, zero otherwise. There is no big difference in
the importance respondents ascribe to the refugee topic between those who had
not participated in 2013 but did in 2017 and other groups of voters. Among both
groups, refugees, immigration and foreigners are mentioned by about 40 percent
of respondents as the most or second most important political problem. For the
subgroup of those who did not vote in 2013 but did in 2017 AND reported having
voted for the AfD in 2017, this number stood at 57 percent, suggesting that an
important motivational factor can be found in the migration and refugee topic. This
observation is compatible with the notion of the AfD as a party that is unlike other
parties in their outright opposition to allowing refugees into the country. These
findings corroborate recent studies on the positions of AfD supporters with their
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emphasis on immigration (Goerres et al. 2018; Lengfeld and Dilger 2018), but also
– in light of the findings presented above – their disenchantment with the party
system as a whole (Schwarzbözl and Fatke 2016).

An additional piece of evidence for the theoretical claim outlined above comes
from looking at the perception of voters. The GLES data contain information on how
voters view parties. They are asked to voice their opinion on parties by using an 11
point scale with a range from �5 to C5 where �5 stands for “I don’t think anything
of this party at all” and +5 denotes “I think very highly of this party”. The AfD is
the least liked party with an average value of 2.77. A full 60 percent of voters chose
the worst possible judgment for the AfD. By comparison, the SPD, an established
party that took a bad beating in the 2017 elections and reached its worst electoral
results in the party’s history, has a mean favorability value of 7.4. Only 3.27 percent
of respondents say that they think absolutely nothing of the party. Comparing these
numbers with those among voters who did not vote in 2013 but came to the polls
in 2017, we find that the share of those who think absolutely nothing of the AfD
drops to 44.4 percent and the average favorability rating increases to 4.25. In fact,
the AfD is the only party (with the notable exception of the LEFT party) who fares
better among those who came out to vote in 2017 but didn’t vote in 2013. Again,
the mobilization effect is strongly skewed towards the AfD.

As outlined above, the shift of the CDU on a GAL/TAN dimension as measured
by the CHES data was fairly moderate. However, how is this shift perceived by
the voters? GLES data from 2017 and 2013 show that the shift of the CDU to the
left is most pronounced (a) in the perception of AfD voters and (b) on a GAL/TAN
dimension. While non-AfD voters placed the CDU at 6.79 and voters of the AfD saw
the CDU at 6.48 on the libertarian-authoritarian dimension dimension after the 2013
elections, this perception changed massively in 2017. AfD voters placed the CDU at
4.98, while non-AfD voters placed the party at 6.1. This perception of a pronounced
leftward shift of CDU on a new politics dimension by AfD voters also renders the
CDU and the SPD more alike. In 2013, the perceived difference between the parties
on the GAL/TAN dimension was 1.74 among non-AfD voters and 1.99 among
AfD voters. In 2017, these differences changed to 0.87 and 0.58, respectively. The
difference between AfD voters and non-AfD voters in the perception of the CDU
in comparison to the SPD thus increased between 2013 and 2017. This is evidence
of a successful mobilization that portrayed the CDU as being “too far” away from
AfD voters’ ideal points and the AfD taking up the slack.

4 Conclusion

The increase in electoral participation in the 2017 federal German elections is in
part responsible for the strong result of the far right authoritarian and populist AfD.
The party was able to asymmetrically mobilize the electorate, at the expense of
almost all other parties. All else being equal, the difference between the district
with the smallest change in turnout and the district with the largest turnout change
accounts for 80 percent of the AfD vote increase between the 2013 and the 2017
elections. Furthermore, the party was stronger in the East, in less densely populated
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areas, in districts where the population is less educated and where unemployment
is higher. Additionally, the effect of a variable that captures the percentage of the
population with a “migration background” was positively and significantly related
to the AfD’s vote share. This result is most likely due to the strong support the party
enjoys among the group of Russian-German immigrants. Maybe most disturbingly,
AfD vote share is positively and significantly related to support for the neo-Nazi
NPD. This is true for NPD vote shares in both the 2013 and the 2017 elections and
controlling for structural and socio-economic factors.

The micro-level evidence presented in this paper is in line with these macro-
level observations. The mobilization of voters who had not participated in the 2013
elections but did so in 2017 was heavily skewed in favor of the AfD. The AfD
was the strongest party among this group of voters. Furthermore, AfD voters per-
ceived a much more pronounced shift of the CDU to the left than either the general
electorate or as is portrayed in expert data on the party’s political positions.

Theoretically, I have argued that the mobilization success of the AfD can be ex-
plained by two factors. First, I have invoked the logic of an increasing similarity of
established parties’ positions. With the CDU’s perceived moves towards the elec-
toral center, especially on a societal dimension, the AfD was left without competitors
in the pronouncedly conservative or even reactionary area of the policy space. Sec-
ondly, I have argued that electoral competition in Germany (and elsewhere) has been
depoliticized with purported functional necessities supplanting political debate. The
AfD has re-politicized the debate with its opposition to further EU integration and
especially its stance against refugees. The AfD’s success can be interpreted as an
effect of having reduced abstention from indifference and alienation motives by
providing voters with an alternative that is both distinct from other parties on pol-
icy grounds and promised to be outside the established political consensus, thereby
offering a re-politicization of politics.

These findings have implications that reach beyond the 2017 German elections.
Normatively, the increase in electoral participation is good news for democracy.
Apparently, the AfD was able to fill a representation gap with political positions
(and a distinct style of politics) that had otherwise not been available. It remains
to be seen whether the AfD will be able to deliver on the hopes of its voters. The
AfD is a political party outside the mainstream consensus. This will make it harder
for the political system to develop functionally adequate policies in order to meet
the demands of the electorate. This effect could undermine output legitimacy of
the system, thus feeding back into the source of support for the a party outside the
political mainstream. The increased turnout could then – somewhat paradoxically –
work to ultimately reduce the overall legitimacy of the political system.
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