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Abstract
Democratic backsliding is widely studied at the national level, but subnational governments play
a crucial and understudied role in single-party dominant regime consolidation. The evidence
suggests that dominant parties strategically contest subnational elections to minimize potential
threats to the regime, particularly focusing on cities of greater size or political importance. This
allows an aspiring dominant party to strategically restrict opportunities for the opposition to
build up an electoral base to challenge the regime and to better control patronage possibilities.
Using an original panel dataset of Hungarian mayoral election results from 2002 to 2014, this
paper analyzes subnational politics under the Fidesz party, which is consolidating a single-party
dominant regime. I find that Fidesz strategically fields candidates in cities with higher
populations and is more likely to win elections in subnational capitals. I also find limited
evidence that Fidesz considers the value of EU grants in determining where to field candidates.

The author would like to thank Bence Rimóczi for research assistance. Additionally, he would like to thank Chris
Ansell, Christopher Lee Carter, Laura Jakli, Tanu Kumar, Alison Post, Frank Thames, Julian Waller, and Jason
Wittenberg for helpful comments, and Jan Helmdag, Tanu Kumar, Caitlin McCulloch, and Neil O’Brian for
technical advice.

Matthew Stenberg

1

Introduction
Over the past twenty years, there has been an undeniable shift toward illiberalism in both
advanced and developing democracies. Major countries like Russia, Turkey, the Philippines, and
Poland are considered to have made illiberal and/or autocratic turns, while the world’s largest
democracies in India, Brazil, and the United States have recently elected leaders with varying
degrees of authoritarian tendencies. This rise has often been accompanied by democratic
backsliding, which weakens the rules, norms, and institutions associated with democracy
(Zakaria 1997; Bermeo 2016; Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018). As it advances, backsliding can lead
toward electorally dominant parties seeking to retain power through hybrid regimes that blend
elements of authoritarianism and democracy, oftentimes at the expense of liberal democracies as
traditionally conceived.
Backsliding always has a purpose: to establish enduring regime dominance. Single-party
dominant regimes are those where an incumbent political party can create virtuous cycles of
policy implementation and institutional reform to minimize the likelihood of their being removed
from office (Pempel 1990). In addition, dominant parties are able to accrue resource advantages
and make it more difficult for opposition parties to effectively contest elections (Greene 2007).
In spite of all the advantages held by the incumbent party, historical instances of single-party
dominance have been occasionally interrupted by challenger parties largely based in urban areas.
Municipalities have formed the core of opposition to the regime and the basis of successful
challenges to a dominant single party, most notably in the paradigmatic cases of Mexico (DiazCayeros and Magaloni 2001; Middlebrook 2001) and Japan (Scheiner 1999; 2006; Smith 2013).
I argue, however, that municipalities can be crucial for the consolidation, rather than
erosion, of single-party dominance. Subnational control, with a special emphasis on larger
population centers and district and regional capitals, is an important mechanism by which a party
can achieve dominance, a phenomenon that is understudied in the literature on democratic
backsliding and regime consolidation. The Hungarian case is an example of this subnational
consolidation. Since taking power in 2010, Fidesz has embarked on a series of escalating reforms
designed to ensure its continued electoral success. Fidesz has sought to extend its dominance to
municipal politics, nationalizing local elections as part of a systematic party strategy to ensure
urban control to minimize the likelihood of the formation of a successful opposition. Fidesz has
systematically engaged in local government and city politics in ways that emphasize the
importance of municipal government for the perpetuation of their regime and may prove an
attractive template to other leaders pursuing an illiberal agenda, particularly consolidating
control in subnational capitals at all tiers of government.
This paper uses an original scraped panel dataset to look at the Hungarian mayoral
elections from 2002 to 2014, to understand the means by which a single-party dominant regime
consolidates its control by strategically contesting subnational elections to minimize the potential
efficacy of its future opposition. These data allow us to not only understand why a dominant
regime might focus on the subnational level but also which municipalities it is likely to contest –
and win. I find that intermunicipal variation is important for Fidesz’s strategy. The findings
suggest that Fidesz systematically targets higher population cities and offer limited support to the
idea that Fidesz considers European Union funding allocations when determining where to field
candidates. Moreover, subnational capital city status is associated with an increase in the
probability that Fidesz wins an election.
This paper will first look at the literature on the importance of municipal politics in the
context of democratic backsliding and single-party dominance. Subsequently, I will outline the
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argument and hypotheses of the paper: namely that local control is especially important for
eliminating the opportunities for grassroots opposition to form and for maintaining key political
relationships through cronyism. Then, I will describe the case of Hungary, the data, and methods
to be used in assessing local election results before discussing the results and implications of the
model. Finally, I conclude with a discussion of the implications for cases beyond Hungary.
The Importance of Subnational Politics for Dominant Parties
Most studies of democratic backsliding examine troubling national trends in which
institutional erosion occurs in many of the major areas undergirding liberal democracy: media
freedom, judicial independence, the legitimate contestation of elections, and manipulation of
public financing (Bermeo 2016; Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018). There have been backsliding trends
among a range of liberal democracies, with changes in informal norms being the most persistent
across cases (Mechkova, Lührmann, and Lindberg 2017). Studies of backsliding, however, focus
almost exclusively on national political dynamics, neglecting the important policy formation and
implementation, as well as political contestation, that happen at subnational tiers of government.
The subnational dimension is typically only noted in the context of the recentralization of
authority in the regime. Although Gel’man (2010), Reuter (2017), and Scheiner (1999; 2006)
have examined the role that subnational levels can play in existing dominant party regime
perpetuation, the role of municipal politics in both democratic backsliding and regime
consolidation remains understudied.
Subnational politics are also intrinsically important. A significant amount of
policymaking, implementation, and politics happens at the subnational level (Hoffmann-Martinot
and Sellers 2005; Trounstine 2009). This is especially true in Europe, where there has been a
broad trend toward the direct election of mayors across the continent (Bäck, Heinelt, and
Magnier 2006; Schaap, Daemen, and Ringeling 2009). As mayors gain more authority and
legitimacy, the position should increase in political salience for party politics and be a site of
greater political contestation.1 Moreover, besides simply providing control over subnational
politics and resources, the local level can reinforce national control as bottom-up politics in local
elections can ultimately serve as an important means of affecting national-level campaigns
(Bechtel 2012) and democratic institutions (Sellers, Lidström, and Bae 2019), both of which
indicate the importance of the local level for an aspiring single-party dominant regime.
Cases where a dominant national party uses municipal politics to maintain control most
closely resemble what Gel’man (2010) terms centralized subnational party authoritarianism, in
which a dominant national party uses regional governments to maintain its control. Failure to
maintain subnational local dominance, once established, can be indicative of regime weakness
(Gel’man 2010, 12). This type of motivation compels electoral authoritarian regimes to pursue
supermajorities through illicit means, even when not necessary to guarantee political control, to
discourage rivals from even contesting elections (Geddes 2005; Magaloni 2006). Gel’man’s
theorization, however, mainly considers the means by which the national directly controls the
subnational – especially at the regional level – and has not been empirically examined. Existing
empirical examinations of hybrid regimes, like Cinar’s (2016) work on Turkey, examine party
strategy through subnational variation in national-level elections, or the decision to allow
1

This being said, there is a separate literature that has found independent candidates have been increasingly
successful in municipal elections (Bottom and Reiser 2014). Copus notes that directly electing mayors can create
more uncertainty for political parties, as local actors may be empowered to pursue different agendas than the
national party would prefer (2004, Chapters 8-9). Hungary, however, clearly does not fit this pattern.
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subnational elections at all (Reuter et al. 2016), instead of examining subnational politics as such.
The particular lens of subnational electoral politics as a means of single-party dominance has not
been considered.
The pursuit of subnational dominance can coincide with democratic backsliding and the
nationalization of local politics instead of relying on established authoritarian control or the
power to appoint local officials. Thus, subnational democracy can push regime consolidation
forward. Instead of undermining the existence of independent local elections, a dominant party
can incorporate them into the virtuous cycles of reform that establish single-party dominance
(Pempel 1990). Institutional reforms coupled with incumbency effects make it difficult to
dislodge party-affiliated mayors. The literature on incumbency broadly suggests a substantively
important advantage for mayoral incumbents (Holbrook and Weinschenk 2014; Freier 2015),
which could even be higher single-party dominant system where the regime sets the rules of the
game. Pempel’s discussion of single-party dominant democracies would suggest that an aspiringdominant party would want to limit contestation to avoid the possibility of interrupting a
historical project – in this case, a nationalist, illiberal regime.
Control of local governments is important to a dominant party seeking to reduce the
ability for opposition parties to develop promising politicians at the grassroots level who might
eventually pose a threat to the regime. Virtuous cycles in single-party dominant regimes, which
solidify ruling party incumbents and reduce the possibility of open seat elections, may further
reinforce this advantage. Reducing the number of potential opportunities for opposition parties to
train and develop emerging politicians who could subsequently challenge the ruling party is an
incentive for parties to pursue local control in a variety of settings across the world; however, it
is especially salient in one-party dominant states, which Fidesz aspires to establish. In Mexico,
opposition party candidates were able to use local office as a springboard for higher office, and
opposition parties themselves were able to use subnational elections to gain credibility and
legitimacy (Lujambio 2001; Lucardi 2016). In Japan, the limited electoral breakthroughs of the
opposition (1993-1994; 2009-2012) came when the opposition was able to recruit quality
candidates who had often served in local government (Scheiner 1999; 2006; Smith 2013).
Opposition parties in Japan have seen ‘local party building…[as] necessary for party success at
the national level’ (Hijino 2015, 293). In the post-Socialist context, ambitious politicians
historically have used mayoralties as a step toward running for the national legislature (Ryšavý
2016; Papp 2018).2 These findings further underline the potential importance of local control for
consolidating political dominance.
In spite of the inherent importance of municipal elections, even large, electorally
dominant parties make strategic choices about where to devote resources to subnational
campaigning. While dominant parties have a structural advantage in that they are able to
compete in most subnational units (Jones and Mainwaring 2003), municipal elections are often
contested between candidates unaffiliated with national parties. Instead, the nationalization of
party politics is driven by a party’s strategic choices (Hjellum 1967), which Ennser-Jedenastik
and Hansen (2013) verify with their analysis of the nationalization of the local party system in
Austria. However, existing scholarship does not examine which municipalities should be
targeted by nationally dominant parties.

2

Interviews with local politicians in Hungary indicate that many do consider rising through the ranks to higher tiers
of government a viable career strategy (Jakli and Stenberg 2016).
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Hypotheses
Existing literature on single-party dominant regimes suggests that they have often
disproportionately relied on rural and periurban areas to maintain and reinforce political control
(Auyero 2000; Diaz-Cayeros and Magaloni 2001). However, nationalizing local politics, or
involving national parties in municipal elections, tends to be more feasible in larger cities.
Research both broadly (Dahl and Tufte 1973; Kjaer and Elklit 2010) and regionally (Maškarinec
2015) has shown that city population is one of the primary determinants of the involvement of
national political parties in local elections, with higher population areas having greater national
party involvement. Newton (1982) corroborates this and finds that more urban areas are
associated with greater party nationalization.
Hypothesis 1: The ruling party is more likely to contest mayoral elections in cities with
larger populations.
While existing research has suggested that dominant party strategy in local politics is
driven by simple city size or the presence of EU resources, these approaches fail to consider
intermunicipal variation in the relative importance of cities. In any country, certain cities are of a
greater innate importance for economic, cultural, societal, or symbolic reasons. Capital cities are
especially important, both for their access to resources and symbolic value. Rapoport describes
the relationship between subnational capitals and other cities as part of a national hierarchy of
municipalities (1993, 34), and the South China Morning Post considers the political status of a
city as one of the three components of its interpretation of Chinese city tiers (Hernández 2016).
City tiers can be a rough proxy for importance, in which district and county capitals are
classified differently than towns without capital status.
Regional and district capitals are representative examples of state-anchored industrial
districts, with a stable development structure dominated by government-sponsored institutions
with relatively stable annual budgets (Markusen 1996). The expansion of government programs,
regulations, and bureaucratic capacity within capital cities has increased the economic
importance of government centers (Gottmann 1977, 242). Capital status can serve as a
differentiating function from neighbors, otherwise of similar political, economic, or demographic
importance, as demonstrated by the decentralizations efforts in France in the 1980s (Negrier
1994). Subnational capitals in other decentralized contexts were chosen based on their historical
political importance (Kim and Law 2016, 123), creating path dependence where decentralization
ensures their continued relevance even in a nationalized political environment.
Subnational capitals in post-Communist Europe, where decentralization happened late,
may have been selected to optimize the benefits of regional policy, providing additional
resources to the towns (Przybyła, Kulczyk-Dynowska, and Kachniarz 2014, 181–82). As
Hungary did not undergo the same degree of territorial reorganization as did other countries in
the region, county capitals were able to benefit from the concentrated urban development of the
socialist period. County seats retained their economic and political importance in the national
hierarchy after the transition (Beluszky and Győri 2005, 391–93). Their continued economic
importance is indicated by their serving as the basis for regional commuting sheds (Bihari and
Kovács 2005, 371). In Russia, a similar case of dominant party regime consolidation, regional
capitals consolidated a large portion of the political resources available at that tier of government
(Golosov, Gushchina, and Kononenko 2016, 510), indicating that these cities can likely be
considered more politically important, ceteris paribus.
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Capital cities also serve a symbolic function as representative institutions of democratic
governance (Engstrom, Hammond, and Scott 2013), and Gibson (2012) finds that capital cities in
particular historically have been centers of the opposition to dominant party regimes. While these
symbolic functions are undeniably more powerful at the national level, we might expect small
villages to think of the district seat as having the same effect on a much smaller scale. Thus, even
aside from the control of resources that controlling a district capital might allow, the symbolic
impact of controlling a district capital may be representative of its greater political importance in
the surrounding towns and villages.
Given the symbolic and practical importance of subnational capitals, I argue that a
dominant party will strategically emphasize higher tier cities when allocating resources for
electoral campaigns, thereby being more likely to field candidates.
Hypothesis 2: The ruling party is more likely to contest mayoral elections in cities with a
higher tier of classification.
Another reason why a single-party dominant regime might value the local level is more
particular to parties seeking to maintain control through cronyism. Blaydes’ (2010) study of
Egypt finds that localities supporting opposition parties generally received less investment in
public services than those areas supporting the government. This finding is in line with findings
that the provision of local public goods can be tied to party loyalty and rewarding subnational
jurisdictions that support national parties (Joanis 2011; Sengupta 2011). This is particularly true
in single-party dominant regimes, where political competition is often less focused on
programmatic politics and more about the dominant party using its considerable resources to
ensure electoral success (Pempel 1990; Costa-i-Font, Rodriguez-Oreggia, and Lunapla 2003;
Scheiner 2005; Golden and Picci 2008).
The involvement of the European Union brings a certain multilevel character to cronyism
that could not be accomplished through control of the national level alone. EU grants are selected
and managed by national ministries, which act as managing authorities. The national-level
selection process would already allow a dominant party to claim credit for funds, which indicates
that the emphasis on local control is not simply about publicity. While national governments
select the projects that receive EU funding (as long as projects meet broad parameters set by the
EU), implementation of local projects is typically handled at the municipal level. Thus, control
of local governments is essential for controlling the disbursement of EU funds and serves as a
key means of rewarding allies and courting new supporters. In some sense, this argument might
seem tautological: of course the national government selects projects to nominate for structural
and cohesion funds in areas where the government has allies. However, the involvement of the
EU makes this not a simple case of clientelism, in the sense of ramping up public goods
provision just prior to an election or transactionally engaging with voters. The process of EUsponsored regional development requires significant planning and is dictated by budget cycles
that do not coincide with national elections.
Public tendering plays a significant role in rewarding supporters, and picking business
partners based on political loyalty is a key political strategy of governments (Martin and Ligeti
2017). As such, given that municipalities are increasingly dependent on the national level for
funding, that public tendering is a key means of rewarding political supporters, and that EU
funds are especially well suited for manipulation, we would expect dominant parties to prioritize
those cities where EU funding allocations are larger. Gaining control of cities that had been

Matthew Stenberg

6

allocated EU funding could be especially valuable to both reward supporters and maintain
electoral control going forward. While courting votes is important, this system of allocation is
more about cultivating and maintaining relationships with elites to solidify the party itself and to
minimize the possibilities for the development of an effective opposition. We might expect that,
in addition to the carrot of cronyism, a dominant party may use the stick of disinvestment as
another key reason for wanting to control the implementation of European structural and
cohesion funding. If a city does not elect a regime-affiliated mayor, it would presumably have a
weaker claim on subsequent EU funding allocations, if they are determined at the national level.
Hypothesis 3: The ruling party at the national level is more likely to contest cities with
higher total allocation of EU funding.
Generally, I assume that the ruling party is more likely to win in elections that they strategically
contest, by strategically allocating scarce resources to mayoralties that have greater value. As
such, I expect that a dominant party is more likely to win more politically important cities and
cities with greater EU funding. However, I would not necessarily hold this expectation for higher
population cities, given the dangers posed to regime survival by urban population concentration
(Wallace 2013) and that higher population cities are correlated with factors (e.g., education) that
make dominant party victory less likely.
Hypothesis 4: Mayoral candidates affiliated with the ruling party at the national level are
more likely to win in cities with a higher tier of classification.
Hypothesis 5: Mayoral candidates affiliated with the ruling party at the national level are
more likely to win in cities with higher total allocation of EU funding.
The Case of Hungary
Hungary is a key case in which to examine these dynamics. It is a state in which a
political party, the far-right Fidesz party, has sought to establish enduring single-party control.3
Moreover, it is a case where the national government has made concrete reforms to local
government, the decentralization of authority, and territorial reorganization, indicating a keen
awareness of the importance of the subnational level to regime consolidation. While ruling party
appeals to rural and periurban areas certainly happen in Hungary (Mares and Young 2018; 2019),
in large part Fidesz’s electoral behavior runs against these trends. Fidesz succeeds in larger cities,
refusing to cede them to a more liberal opposition by nationalizing local politics. This is part of
their strategy to nationalize local politics to remove the capacity for the opposition to make
independent appeals.
Backsliding in Hungary at the national level has been widely studied by scholars (Enyedi
2016; Pech and Scheppele 2017, among many others). However, Fidesz has also pursued
backsliding at the subnational level, pursuing reforms designed to further solidify its political
control by reducing the ability of the opposition to effectively contest local elections. Fidesz
changed the electoral regime before the 2010 local elections to be more majoritarian (Dobos and
Várnagy 2017, 124–25). This change was part of a larger trend in the structural recentralization
of power after Fidesz took control (Kornai 2012), where they used their two-thirds majority to
alter the Cardinal Law of Local Government in 2011. This trend toward recentralization,
3

In May 2018, Orbán suggested that he would remain in power personally until at least 2030 (EurActiv 2018).
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bringing more local authority under national control, may be an enabling factor: Chhibber and
Kollman (2004) find that party nationalization increases as national politics become more
relevant for voters, and local parties are more successful when there is greater local autonomy.
Fidesz consciously undermines municipal autonomy to strengthen its own control, both at the
national level through reconsolidation and the subnational level through manipulation. Local
rules and regulations were altered in ways that undermine the formation or maintenance of local
opposition parties in ways that do not call significant attention to their actions (Jakli and
Stenberg 2016). This is accomplished through gradual institutional change at the subnational
level, through replacing seemingly minor regulations, cooptation of existing structures of
oversight, and, as previously discussed, the abuse of alternative funding sources for political
means.
Even changes made directly to electoral rules were found to be salient for Hungarian
voters only when paired with partisan cues (Ahlquist et al. 2018), so changes to city council
procedures are even less likely to be noticed by voters. These practices fall in what Whitehead
and Behrend call the “intermediate zone,” where elections are still nominally democratic, but a
variety of illiberal barriers to democracy impede genuine contestation and solidify regime control
(2016, 292). In this case, the illiberal subnational practices used are a strategic tool of the
national government to establish and maintain dominant party control at all levels of government.
This strategy has been effective. Table 1 below illustrates Fidesz’s increasing electoral
success in large municipalities. When we consider only those municipalities with town (város)
status or higher, Fidesz’s rate of winning elections that it contests has increased from 32.7% in
2002 (in a race after it lost the national election) to 63.2% in 2010 (after several months in power
and after instituting changes to subnational election procedure. The similarly sized jump in the
2006 local elections can be explained by the September 2006 revelations of Socialist Party
(MSZP) Prime Minister Ferenc Gyurcsány’s speech to a party congress earlier that year, where
he admitted the deception used to guarantee MSZP’s national success and caused a major
political crisis (for more regarding the Gyurcsány tape, see Korkut 2010). This revelation
happened two weeks before the 2006 local elections, which were held on October 1.
Table 1. Races contested and won by Fidesz
Year
Total
Fidesz contested % Contested
Races4
2002
276
159
57.6%
2006
312
210
67.3%
2010
351
304
86.6%
2014
369
298
80.8%

Fidesz win

% Win

52
113
192
207

32.7%
53.8%
63.2%
69.5%

In the 2014 local mayoral elections, Fidesz fielded candidates in the 298 races of municipalities
with város status (or higher). Of these 298 candidates, 207, or 69.5%, were victorious. Figure 1
shows the geographic distribution of local election results in 2014.
Figure 1. 2014 mayoral results in Hungary by political party [INSERT HERE]

4

Variation in total races is due to the increasing number of settlements granted város status. Towns promoted to
város during the period of study are listed in Appendix L.
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In Figure 1, “Independent” indicates an unaffiliated candidate, while “local” indicates a party
affiliated with a locally-based party or organization that does not contest elections in other
municipalities.
In spite of the considerable recentralization of authority under the national government
that occurred with the aforementioned 2011 reform of the Cardinal Law of Local Government,
municipal governments still have important functions in Hungarian policymaking. Local
governments determine their own organizational structures, maintain independent budgetary
authority, and independently manage local government property (Fábián 2017, 74), all of which
allow a fair degree of discretion. The scope of tasks assigned to local government has been
reduced through aggregation to the county and national levels; however, local governments still
have responsibility for both mandatory and optional tasks, the latter of which can only be
pursued after mandatory tasks are accounted for. Mandatory tasks are sometimes merely
operational but also include tasks like land use planning, welfare state provision, transportation,
housing, utilities, local taxation, and cultural and small business promotion, all of which can be
highly politicized (Temesi 2017, 426–27). While the Cardinal Law aggregated some
policymaking tasks to the county level, administrative tasks are now especially concentrated in
the district (járás) capitals following the reforms to local governments (Pálné Kovács 2016),
which gives these municipalities an additional importance.
Local politics in Hungary matter not only because of the importance of politics and
policymaking at the municipal level; they are also key to maintaining control over the
disbursement and implementation of funds, which may be especially crucial in the context of the
EU. In smaller municipalities, mayors have used access to public services for clientistic purposes,
taking advantage of local provision of public services to solidify political control (Szombati
2018; Mares and Young 2018; 2019). However, not only national funding is at stake. The local
level is the primary implementing level of grants from the supranational tier of government,
which allows the party in control to use European resources for clientelistic purposes and/or
material gain. European funding is essential to the functioning of the Hungarian economy. One
report by KPMG estimates a significant impact of European Cohesion and Structural Funds on
the national growth rate, finding that, although the national economy grew 4.6% between 2006
and 2015, it would have shrunk without EU funding mechanisms (KPMG 2017).
The possibilities of corruption in resource distribution at the local level gives Fidesz an
important incentive to control local politics in addition to the pure policymaking potential of the
municipal level. A recent examination of local level tenders in Sweden suggests that local party
dominance can lead to a greater propensity for single-bid contracts and allowing elected officials
more political control of resource distribution to perpetuate their political control (Broms,
Dahlström, and Fazekas forthcoming). Single bid contracts are noncompetitive tenders that
indicate that the government has a capacity to reward supporters with public funds at inflated
prices (Fazekas, Tóth, and King 2016). EU funded contracts can be especially vulnerable to
corruption, and Fazekas and Tóth (2016) argue that the additional risk associated with European
funds may be exacerbated in regions already prone to corruption. Hungary would qualify as such
a region;5 corruption is seen as a driving force of the Fidesz government (Magyar 2016).
Moreover, interviews with local opposition politicians emphasize the importance of contracting
for Fidesz to reward allies and reduce the likelihood local businesses from making important

5

Transparency International’s 2018 Corruption Perception Index rates Hungary as the third most corrupt EU
member state and argues that it has become considerably more corrupt in recent years (2019).
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alliances and connections with opposition politicians, who have no similar largesse to share
(Jakli and Stenberg 2016).
.
Data and Method
To examine which elections that Fidesz, the dominant party in Hungary, contests and
wins, I compiled an original panel dataset comprising the results the 2002, 2006, 2010, and 2014
municipal elections in Hungary for each of the 346 towns (város) in Hungary. Data on the
different districts in Budapest are included when available, resulting in 369 entries and a total N
of 1,476. This dataset includes names of candidates, parties, and electoral results for each
participant. This has been augmented with basic information about the demographics and
economic circumstances of towns in each election year, as well as particular data regarding EU
funding projects in each municipality at the time of election. Table 2 briefly outlines the
variables in the model; see Appendix A for elaboration and information about alternative
specifications.
Table 2. Variable Specifications
Variable
Type
Fidesz Candidate
DV

Possible Values
1 if candidate, 0 if none

Fidesz Winner
Population

DV
IV

1 if winner, 0 if loser
Logged municipal population

Higher Tier City

IV

EU Grant Value

IV

Opposition Incumbent
Library Books per
Capita
Unemployment

Control
Control

1 if district capital, county capital,
or city with county rights; else 0
Monetary grant value in three-year
period
1 if yes, 0 if no
Number of books per resident

Control

Number of Candidates Control

Percentage of population seeking
jobs
Total candidates seeking election

Source
National Election
Office (NVI)
NVI
Central Statistics
Office (KSH)
KSH
Hungarian Prime
Minister's Office
NVI
KSH
KSH
NVI

The dichotomous dependent variable Fidesz Candidate indicates that an officially
Fidesz-affiliated candidate contested a municipal mayoral election. The dichotomous dependent
variable Fidesz Winner indicates that an officially Fidesz-affiliated candidate won the mayoral
election; 0 indicates that an otherwise-affiliated (or unaffiliated) candidate won. Neither captures
if independent candidates that are likely aligned with Fidesz won the election, so may understate
the effect.
There are three main independent variables of interest. Population is the logged election
year municipal population.6 EU Grant Amount calculates the total value of EU Structural Fund
grants issued to Hungarian municipalities in a three-year electoral cycle (for example, 20042006), measured in millions of Hungarian Forint. Higher Tier City is a dummy variable
6

Multicollinearity tests between population and the dependent variables are in Appendix C. Population data
distributions are in Appendix K.
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measuring city tier. Cities are classified categorically with seven options: (1) village, (2) city, (3)
district capital, (4) city with county rights, (5) city with county rights that is also a county capital,
(6) electoral district, and (7) capital city. Electoral districts apply only to the 23 districts of
Budapest, while Budapest itself is the only capital city. Higher Tier City is coded as 1 to indicate
the city is a district capital, city with county rights, or city with county rights that is a county
capital, or 0, indicating that has no special political status or is a district within Budapest.
Four potentially confounding variables are also included. Opposition Incumbent captures
if an incumbent mayor, not affiliated with the Fidesz party in the election in question,7 is running
in the mayoral election. Library books per capita is included as a control for local public goods
provision, as local public goods provision is often cited as a clientelistic voting motive in local
elections (Wantchekon 2003). Unemployment, though associated with ambiguous findings, is
also considered an important control for local election analysis (Maškarinec and Klimovskỳ
2016). Number of Candidates states the number of total candidates that ran in an election. If an
election was uncontested, this value is 1; the highest value in the dataset is 9. We would assume
Fidesz would be less likely to win elections with fewer candidates, with the implication being
that the opposition might coalesce around a compromise candidate. Additionally, Appendix E
includes controls for Fidesz’s national vote share in 2014.
These data can be most effectively analyzed using a panel logit random effects model
with yearly fixed effects, which should reduce omitted variable bias. Yearly fixed effects, not
city fixed effects, are used, because the lack of change on the dependent variable in many cities
over the period, either by Fidesz winning all elections or none of them, resulted in their being
dropped from the dataset. The inclusion of year fixed effects should capture the general
economic conditions at the national level, as well as important national political trends (such as
the broad decline in MSZP following its corruption scandals). Sensitivity tests, including models
without yearly effects and including clustered standard errors, are available in Appendix B.
Models are run for two separate time periods: the complete dataset and then for only the
2010 and 2014 elections: the subset of the panel after Fidesz established its supermajority
national control. Those hypotheses pertaining to contestation DV (1, 2, and 3) are run on the
entire data set, while hypotheses about the likelihood of Fidesz’s winning elections (4, 5) are
tested on only those municipality-years in which Fidesz contested an election. This subset of the
data includes 772 observations, considering the likelihood of Fidesz winning those elections in
which it chooses to compete, as opposed to likelihood of winning elections altogether.
Limitations
As this research is based on observational data, it is likely subject to omitted variable bias.
The inclusion of yearly fixed effects will reduce, though not eliminate, this bias. Another key
limitation of this data is that it will systematically undercount the potential influence of Fidesz in
local politics. This data cannot capture those officially independent candidates who nevertheless
ally with the ruling party. Party switching is not altogether uncommon in Hungarian municipal
politics, and the ‘official’ switching of affiliation may be used to mask a relation with Fidesz
when it might be politically unpalatable. Some cases in the data clearly lend themselves to this
interpretation, where a Fidesz-affiliated candidate ‘leaves’ the party to run for reelection as an
independent, but Fidesz does not field its own candidate to run against her. This limitation will
7

There is a non-zero amount of party switching, so someone classified as an opposition incumbent in the present
election may have previously been affiliated with Fidesz.
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systematically bias the results against the tested hypotheses and will only understate the
influence of Fidesz in local politics, so it should not be problematic for the final analysis.
The data includes all municipalities of the varós level and higher; however, many towns
only gained their status (through a promotion from village status) during the study period. As
such, though they are included in the data to complete the panel, dynamics may have differed in
earlier elections. This affects 94 out of 346 towns in the dataset. A complete list of these cases is
available in Appendix L.8
There is a lack of data availability for EU local funding allocations in the pre-accession
period, where data are not publicly available at the project level and thus variables cannot be
calculated for 2002. The nature of cross-sectional time-series analysis ends up dropping cases
with omitted variables for the analysis. In practice, this means that when variables pertaining to
EU funding at the local level are included, the model focuses on the 2006-2014 elections,
resulting in 1,035 observations across 345 municipalities – functionally dropping Budapest and
its 23 districts from the dataset.
Results and Discussion
The models are first run on the dependent variable Fidesz Contest, which is a
dichotomous variable measuring if Fidesz fielded a candidate in the local election, to test
hypotheses 1, 2, and 3. Marginal effects are shown below in Table 3. Standard regression
coefficients are available in Appendix D.
Together these models provide strong support for Hypothesis 1: a ruling party is more
likely to contest elections in higher population cities. The effect of population is both highly
significant and large in magnitude. The models provide only limited support for Hypothesis 2,
which addressed the political importance of the city. In the complete dataset, the variable is
significant at the .01 level. However, when the value of EU grants is included in the model,
truncating the data to 2006, the variable loses its significance. Models 3 and 4 provide limited
support for Hypothesis 3, though the size of the effect is small. This suggests that, since taking
power in 2010, the presence of EU grants in a city may motivate Fidesz’s decision to contest a
municipal election. Scholars have found that Fidesz relies on European funds to reward
supporters, so we would expect the party to target municipalities with resources to disburse.

8

Pre-promotion data (before gaining város status) are included but may have systematic differences, as villages that
never are promoted are systematically excluded from the dataset.
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Table 3. Likelihood of Fidesz contesting (Marginal Effects)
Model 1
Model 2
Model 3
***
***
.393
.380
.281***
Population
(.037)
(.055)
(.053)
**
.076
.020
.004
Higher Tier City
(.029)
(.035)
(.033)
Opposition
-.120***
-.142***
-.162***
Incumbent
(.027)
(.027)
(.030)
Library Books
.003
.007
per Capita
(.004)
(.005)
-.043
.115
.078
Unemployment
(.426)
(.447)
(.430)
Number of
.015*
.007
Candidates
(.008)
(.009)
1.23e-05
1.90e-05*
EU Grant Value
(7.66e-06)
(8.49e-06)
Year=2002
0 (.)
.257***
Year=2006
0 (.)
(.034)
.463***
.199***
Year=2010
0 (.)
(.030)
(.030)
.404***
.130***
-.069*
Year=2014
(.029)
(.031)
(.028)
Observations
1468
1033
690
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Model 4
.291***
(.062)
-.004
(.036)
-.159***
(.030)
.003
(.005)
.026
(.433)
.003
(.010)
1.88e-05*
(8.47e-06)

0 (.)
-.070*
(.028)
689

Standard errors in parentheses
*
p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

Unsurprisingly, the presence of an opposition-affiliated incumbent is associated with a
12.0–16.2% reduction in the probability that Fidesz fields a candidate. The other control
variables included – a measure of public goods provision, the number of candidates, and local
unemployment – do not appear to affect the likelihood of Fidesz contesting an election. Fidesz
does not target cities with high unemployment rates and/or limited public goods provision, even
though these seats could be considered more vulnerable.
The models concerning the likelihood of Fidesz winning local elections demonstrate
support for some hypotheses but challenge others. Table 4 shows the results of the model run on
all Fidesz-contested elections for the dichotomous dependent variable Fidesz Winner. These
results point to two key factors: incumbency and the city classification. If an opposition
candidate runs as an incumbent, Fidesz is associated with a 27.0 and 30.1% reduction in the
likelihood of winning the election, significant at the .001 level, as we might expect. City
classification is also important, associated with a 13.1–18.2% increase in the probability that
Fidesz wins an election in a higher tier city. In the complete dataset classification is significant at
the .001 level; when subsetting to local elections after regime establishment, it remains
significant at the .01 level. Population, which the models showed to be highly important for
determining where to contest elections, has no impact on Fidesz’s likelihood of victory in a
municipality. Together, these results offer support for Hypothesis 4, that a ruling party is more
likely to win in higher tier cities.
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Table 4. Likelihood of Fidesz victory (Marginal Effects)
Model 5
Model 6
Model 7
Population
.003
-.0128
.019
(.045)
(.068)
(.074)
Higher Tier City
.173***
.182***
.131**
(.037)
(.046)
(.049)
Opposition
-.270***
-.274***
-.301***
Incumbent
(0.202)
(.036)
(.033)
Library Books per
-.004
-.009
Capita
(.005)
(.006)
Unemployment
-1.021
-.635
-.237
(.636)
(.654)
(.711)
Number of
-.018
-.019
Candidates
(.011)
(.013)
EU Grant Value
1.49e-06
1.15e-06
(1.17e-06)
(1.09e-06)
Year=2002
0
(.)
Year=2006
.386***
0
(.041)
(.)
Year=2010
.471***
.043
0
(.037)
(.042)
(.)
Year=2014
.445***
.030
-.003
(.035)
(.043)
(.042)
Observations
1012
771
564
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Model 8
.013
(.078)
.137**
(.049)
-.291***
(.038)
-.007
(.007)
-.137
(.672)
-.024
(.014)
1.44e-06
(1.07e-06)

0
(.)
-.0002
(.040)
564

Standard errors in parentheses
*
p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

While there is limited evidence for the importance of EU funding to contesting elections,
there is little evidence that voters reward Fidesz for these transfer payments, as the amount of
payments does not impact Fidesz’s likelihood of winning elections. The utility of EU funding for
maintaining subnational political control may still exist; however, it may be far more important
for maintaining economic relationships with key supporters, as has been found by several
scholars examining the wider process, than for directly engaging with voters. Nevertheless, we
fail to reject the null for hypothesis 5 and should interpret the presence of increased EU funding
in a municipality as having no direct impact on the likelihood of Fidesz winning a mayoralty.
Implications
These findings have two key implications for the Fidesz’s attempts to solidify its
emerging single-party dominant regime at the subnational level and more broadly for our
understanding of the circumstances under which dominant parties attempt to secure control at the
local level. The significant and substantively large effect of incumbency suggests two things.
First, there is an opportunity for anti-Fidesz parties in those areas where an
independent/opposition incumbent has survived Fidesz’s consolidation of power. If opposition
forces coalesce around an incumbent, the advantages of incumbency may allow for the mayor to
survive Fidesz’s attempts to dislodge her, even if the results offer little support for the popular
wisdom that Fidesz is less likely to win if there are fewer candidates in the race. Second, as
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Fidesz gains incumbency advantage in more towns, as it has with its gains in the 2014 local
elections, will be harder to dislodge, given the substantial size and significance of the effect of
incumbency in the models.
Fidesz’s structural advantages build off their increasing incumbency advantage. Fidesz
also benefits from gaining control of both policymaking and public administration at the district
and county levels, where there is no elected self-government to contend with. As such, these
factors may combine to solidify Fidesz’s electoral gains over the long term, creating, as Pempel
(1990) puts it, a “virtuous cycle” for the party in which it becomes difficult to dislodge.
The findings also suggest that concerns about the direct influence of EU funding on local
elections in backsliding regimes may be misplaced. While these funds can undoubtedly be used
by a dominant party to reward supporters and develop capacity in other ways, there is little
evidence that bringing EU funds to a municipality motivates voters to reward the ruling party in
local elections. Indeed, it’s possible that given the virulence of Fidesz’s attacks on the European
Union, awareness of EU funding might make the regime look hypocritical to voters. The utility
of EU funding for maintaining subnational political control may still exist; however, it may be
far more important for maintaining economic relationships with key supporters, as has been
found by several scholars examining the big process, than directly engaging with voters.
Finally, the findings suggest that scholars should begin to take both intermunicipal
variation and the role of subnational capitals more seriously. Fidesz is shown in nearly all model
specifications to be more likely to win mayoral elections in cities of greater political importance
– namely district and county capitals. This suggests that Fidesz 1) devotes more resources to
campaigning in these municipalities in order to control subnational government institutions and
policymaking capacity and 2) may have used the 2013 territorial reorganization to transfer
subnational capital status to cities where it believed the party to be more electorally viable, in
order to improve its odds of controlling such resources. While these findings are important to
consider the role that subnational politics can play in solidifying backsliding in less democratic
or hybrid regimes, they also suggest that subnational capitals might be an understudied prize in
more democratic systems as well. Scholars of decentralization and urban politics might study
intermunicipal variation, including capital status in lower tiers of government, more
systematically in the future.
Conclusion
In the context of democratic backsliding in a hybrid regime, it is increasingly important
to consider subnational politics. While the conventional narrative of backsliding focuses on
important changes to constitutional law, judicial independence, and media and electoral rules,
subnational politics can also be used to consolidate single-party dominant control. In Hungary,
the ruling party has made a concerted, strategic effort to stabilize its rule and to deny the
opposition a chance to use municipal politics for building credibility, legitimacy, and party
organizational capacity. These strategies may be used by other regional regimes exhibiting
characteristics of backsliding within the EU, as Hungary may demonstrate the limits of what
behavior is acceptable without arising significant sanctioning behavior from the supranational
level.
Fidesz, Hungary’s ruling party, has undeniably had success with its focus on local
elections, contesting and winning an increasing number of mayoralties to solidify its efforts to
establish enduring party control in a single-party dominant electoral regime. Fidesz emphasizes
higher population cities and, since 2010, cities with more EU funding available when choosing
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where to contest elections; however, these characteristics do not necessarily point to electoral
success. Instead, there is strong evidence that Fidesz strategically targets cities of greater
political significance when allocating resources to compete in local elections, building upon the
virtuous cycles created by this greater degree of administrative control. The presence of an
opposition or independent incumbent mayor, however, significantly decreases Fidesz’s
likelihood of contesting or winning a given election.
These findings, however, challenge some of the conventional wisdom around Fidesz’s
local electoral success. There are common perceptions of Fidesz using EU grants as a means to
reward supporters and solidify control. While there is evidence that Fidesz has focused on
contesting elections in cities with higher number of grants since gaining a constitutional
supermajority in 2010, there is no evidence of a correlation between cities receiving large EU
regional policy grants and the electoral success of Fidesz. This finding has no bearing on the
argument that Fidesz misuses European grant funds, as has been argued by many scholars, but
suggests that the presence or absence of funds is not essential to Fidesz’s electoral victory. The
findings also suggest that a smaller number of candidates has little effect on the likelihood of
Fidesz winning. These findings also point to future research opportunities to more closely
examine the coalition dynamics in local politics through in-depth case studies, to see what might
explain variation in the success. Future research may also examine questions about resource
allocation, to determine which types of resources may prove most desirable to a dominant party
strategically considering where to contest elections.
Subnational politics represent a clear path by which a dominant single-party may seek to
solidify regime control. A significant amount of policy making occurs at the local level,
including the implementation and disbursement of some intergovernmental grants. Moreover,
cities and municipal politics have historically offered one avenue for opposition parties to build
up candidates and support to eventually oppose the regime at the national level. These can create
powerful incentives for parties pursuing an anti-democratic agenda to strategically use municipal
politics to ensure regime survival, and we should more consider the avenues that subnational
politics offer for democratic backsliding.
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Appendix A. Variable definitions.
The dichotomous dependent variable Fidesz Candidate indicates that an officially
Fidesz-affiliated candidate was one of any number of candidates in a municipal mayoral election.
The dichotomous dependent variable Fidesz Winner indicates that an officially Fidesz-affiliated
candidate won the mayoral election; 0 indicates that an otherwise-affiliated (or unaffiliated)
candidate won. This variable does not capture those cases in which independent candidates likely
aligned with Fidesz won the election, so may understate the effect. This variable is derived from
electoral data that come directly from the local election section of the Hungarian National
Election Office (Nemzeti Választási Iroda n.d.). This includes data on candidates, results,
eligible voters, and turnout for each included municipality-year.
The main independent variables of interest are defined below, but alternative
specifications for the variables are available in the appendices. EU Grant Amount calculates the
total value of EU Structural Fund grants issued to Hungarian municipalities in a three-year
electoral cycle (for example, 2004-2006), measured in thousands of Hungarian Forint. Data for
these variables come from the database of EU project funding maintained by the Hungarian
national government (Magyarország Kormánya n.d.). An alternative specification of this variable
(Appendix J), using the number of grants issued instead of the total value of grants, does not
change the results. Additional specifications of each were tested that focused only on grants
issued in a single year instead of a cycle but did not change the results.9
Higher Tier City is a dummy variable measuring city tier. Cities are classified
categorically with seven options: (1) village, (2) city, (3) district capital, (4) city with county
rights, (5) city with county rights that is also a county capital, (6) electoral district, and (7) capital
city. Electoral districts apply only to the 23 districts of Budapest, while Budapest itself is the
only capital city. Higher Tier City is coded as 1 to indicate the city is a district capital, city with
county rights, or city with county rights that is a county capital, or 0, indicating that has no
special political status or is a district within Budapest. These city classifications are based on the
2013 territorial reorganization in Hungary, which introduced the járás as a county-level unit.
Two alternative specifications of this variable are tested in the appendices. Appendix F considers
if a city was the seat of a subregion (kistérség) prior to the reorganization and járás in the 2014
election.10 Appendix I uses a categorical specification of the variable.
Population (logged here) is the Hungarian Central Statistics Office’s (KSH)
measurement of annual municipal population. Several control variables are included as well.
Data for demographics and various public goods control variables are collected from the
Regional Statistics Dissemination Database from the KSH, which provides time series data at the
settlement level (Központi Statisztikai Hivatal n.d.). Library books per capita is included as a
control for local public goods provision, derived from the number of library books per official
resident in the KSH population data, as local public goods provision is often cited as a
clientelistic voting motive in local elections (Wantchekon 2003). Unemployment, though
associated with ambiguous findings, is also considered an important control for local election
analysis (Maškarinec and Klimovskỳ 2016). Unemployment rates are not directly calculated by
the KSH so are calculated by dividing the number of registered job seekers by the total municipal

9

Project data is current as of June 11, 2018.
There is a great deal of overlap between the capitals of subregions and districts, though some cities did lose/gain
capital status at the subregional tier of government. A more complete account of the reorganization (in Hungarian)
can be found in Faluvégi (2012).

10

Matthew Stenberg

24

population. This undercounts unemployment, as it will miss any unemployed citizens who are
not registered with local authorities.
Opposition Incumbent captures if an incumbent mayor, not affiliated with the Fidesz
party in the election in question, is running in the mayoral election. An interaction variable
between an individual incumbent candidate and Fidesz being the incumbent party results in an
overfit model and cannot be included here. Instead, the joint effects of party and incumbency are
captured by the variable Opposition Incumbent. This is preferable for two reasons. First, there
are only seven instances (7/1476, or .47%) in the dataset of Fidesz deciding not to field a
candidate when they are the incumbent party. Further, incorporating Fidesz incumbency as a
control variable (as would be the case in this particular interaction) would threaten to induce a
particular form of post-treatment bias. A central theoretical prediction of this paper posits that
Fidesz should target higher-tier cities and therefore win more frequently in those cities.
Controlling for Fidesz incumbency would therefore involve controlling for an outcome of the
treatment rather than a potential pre-treatment confounder.
Number of Candidates states the number of total candidates that ran in an election. If an
election was uncontested, this value is 1; the highest value present in the dataset is 9. An
alternative specification, measuring if an election is head to head, is tested in Appendix H.
Conventional wisdom indicates that an ends-against-the-center coalition in Hungary might help
to unseat Fidesz. Discussion of such a strategy grew after opposition parties banded together to
support an independent candidate who won an upset victory in the special mayoral by-election in
the city of Hódmezővásárhely six weeks prior to the April 2018 national elections, despite the
city’s traditional lean toward Fidesz.11 In this specification, we would assume Fidesz would be
less likely to win elections with fewer candidates, with the implication being that the opposition
might coalesce around a compromise candidate.

11

Fidesz won the mayoral election in Hódmezővásárhely in each election in the dataset.
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Appendix B. Sensitivity Tests
The following sensitivity tests are run on the baseline Models 4 and 8. As the dependent variable
is dichotomous, this limits the number of other potentially viable models. Results are shown for a
random effects model without yearly fixed effects and a random effects model with both yearly
fixed effects and clustering robust standard errors at the city level.
For both models, coefficients are similar. For the contestation models, the EU Grant value loses
significance in other configurations; however, it has a p value of .051 for the random effects
model without yearly fixed effects, so the change in significance is somewhat arbitrary. For the
victory models, both coefficients and standard errors are nearly identical. Clustered standard
errors are not used in the main model because the dataset can be considered a census of the
towns in Hungary, and there should not be standard error associated with sampling. Indeed, we
see with the robust cluster error model that standard errors actually marginally increase,
especially in the contestation models.
Table B1. Sensitivity Analysis for Contestation Models

Population
Higher Tier City
Opposition
Incumbent
Library Books
per Capita
Unemployment
Number of
Candidates
EU Grant Value
Year=2010
Year=2014
Constant
Observations

Model 4
(baseline)

Random
Effects Model

2.840***
(0.682)
-0.036 (0.352)
-1.552***
(0.284)
0.031
(0.052)
0.259 (4.232)
0.032
(0.099)
0.000000184*
(9.00e-08)
0 (.)
-0.686* (0.274)
-8.460**
(2.607)
689

2.917***
(0.680)
-0.039 (0.350)
-1.464***
(0.279)
0.035
(0.052)
4.638 (3.850)
0.044
(0.099)
0.000000170
(8.69e-08)

Standard errors in parentheses
*
p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

-9.460***
(2.597)
689

Random
Effects with
Robust Cluster
Error
2.840***
(0.693)
-0.036 (0.393)
-1.552***
(0.297)
0.031
(0.050)
0.259 (4.122)
0.032
(0.102)
0.000000184
(0.000000123)
0 (.)
-0.686* (0.274)
-8.460**
(2.642)
689
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Table B2. Sensitivity Analysis for Victory Models

Population
Higher Tier City
Opposition
Incumbent
Library Books
per Capita
Unemployment
Number of
Candidates
EU Grant Value
Year=2010
Year=2014
Constant
Observations

Model 8
(baseline)

Random
Effects Model

0.076 (0.458)
0.801** (0.308)
-1.709***
(0.226)
-0.044
(0.044)
-0.806 (3.940)

0.077 (0.450)
0.801** (0.308)
-1.709***
(0.224)
-0.044
(0.044)
-0.800 (3.632)

Random
Effects with
Robust Cluster
Error
0.076 (0.437)
0.801** (0.308)
-1.709***
(0.252)
-0.044
(0.036)
-0.806 (3.982)

-0.142 (0.084)

-0.142 (0.084)

-0.142 (0.087)

8.42e-06
(1.04e-05)
0 (.)
-0.001
(0.233)
1.409 (1.879)
564

8.42e-06
(1.04e-05)

8.42e-06
(1.27e-05)
0 (.)
-0.001
(0.233)
1.409 (1.760)
564

1.407 (1.810)
564

Standard errors in parentheses
*
p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

Appendix C. Multicollinearity Tests vs. Population
Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) is a common measure of multicollinearity, measured by 1/(1-R2).
The soft test for multicollinearity indicates that a VIF over 10 is potentially problematic, while
the stricter test is a VIF above 2.50, which corresponds to an R2 measure of .60. The VIF
indicates that multicollinearity is only a potential concern for the number of grants variable, but
only for the harder test. The condition number is an alternative measure of multicollinearity,
based on the square root of the largest eigenvalue divided by the smallest eigenvalue. A
condition number above 15.0 is indicative of multicollinearity. All four variables tested here are
well below the 15.0 threshold.
Variable
City Type
Grant Value
Grant Number
Number of Candidates

VIF
2.23
1.86
2.84
1.06

R-Squared
.552
.462
.647
.058

Condition Number
7.4059
2.9449
3.8446
5.8056
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Appendix D. Regression Coefficients
The main text shows the marginal effects for each included variable in the models. Standard
regression coefficient tables are shown here.
Table D1. Likelihood of Fidesz contesting
Model D1
Model D2
3.518***
3.461***
Population
(0.400)
(0.571)
**
0.676
0.186
Higher Tier City
(0.262)
(0.317)
Opposition
-1.075***
-1.291***
Incumbent
(0.239)
(0.240)
Library Books
0.022
0.063
per Capita
(0.034)
(0.046)
Unemployment
-0.387 (3.808)
1.047 (4.070)
*
Number of
0.136
0.064
Candidates
(0.069)
(0.083)
0.0001
EU Grant Value
(7.23e-05)
Year=2002
0 (.)
1.926***
Year=2006
0 (.)
(0.277)
3.935***
1.754***
Year=2010
(0.348)
(0.302)
***
3.237
1.059***
Year=2014
(0.288)
(0.269)
***
-15.15
-12.79***
Constant
(1.663)
(2.283)
Observations
1468
1033
Standard errors in parentheses
*
p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

Model D3
2.708***
(0.599)
0.041
(0.322)
-1.564***
(0.278)

0.0002*
(8.92e-05)

Model D4
2.840***
(0.682)
-0.036
(0.352)
-1.552***
(0.284)
0.031
(0.052)
0.259 (4.232)
0.032
(0.099)
0.0002*
(9.00e-05)

0 (.)

0 (.)

-0.663*
(0.269)
-7.777***
(2.207)
690

-0.686*
(0.274)
-8.460**
(2.607)
689

0.751 (4.136)
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Table D2. Likelihood of Fidesz victory
Model D5
Model D6
Population
0.020 (0.273)
-0.079 (0.424)
1.037***
1.130***
Higher Tier City
(0.240)
(0.311)
Opposition
-1.624***
-1.700***
Incumbent
(0.212)
(0.218)
Library Books
-0.024
-0.054
per Capita
(0.032)
(0.040)
Unemployment
-6.133 (3.851) -3.934 (4.077)
Number of
-0.109
-0.119
Candidates
(0.067)
(0.079)
9.22e-06
EU Grant Value
(1.06e-05)
Year=2002
0 (.)
2.338***
Year=2006
0 (.)
(0.289)
2.858***
Year=2010
0.266 (0.261)
(0.301)
2.696***
Year=2014
0.183 (0.265)
(0.275)
Constant
-1.033 (1.206)
1.837 (1.756)
Observations
1012
771
Standard errors in parentheses
*
p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

28

Model D7
0.107 (0.414)
0.731**
(0.283)
-1.680***
(0.228)
-1.326 (3.977)

Model D8
0.076 (0.458)
0.801**
(0.308)
-1.709***
(0.226)
-0.044
(0.044)
-0.806 (3.940)
-0.142 (0.084)

6.42e-06
(1.02e-05)

8.42e-06
(1.04e-05)

0 (.)

0 (.)

-0.015 (0.233)
0.649 (1.676)
564

-0.001
(0.233)
1.409 (1.879)
564
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Appendix E. Fidesz’s National Vote Share
Fidesz National Vote Share in 2014 measures Fidesz’s electoral performance in the 2014
national election within a particular municipality, collected by aggregating data from individual
polling places. Unsurprisingly, Fidesz receiving a higher share of the vote in the 2014 national
election within a municipality increased the likelihood of the party winning the mayoral election.
This, however, does not affect the significance of any other variables in the model.
Table E1. Likelihood of Fidesz contesting
Model E1
Model E2
3.757***
3.695***
Population
(0.428)
(0.598)
Higher Tier City 0.637* (0.262)
0.155 (0.319)
Opposition
-1.051***
-1.252***
Incumbent
(0.240)
(0.242)
Fidesz National
3.114 (1.748)
3.030 (1.984)
Share in 2014
Library Books
0.030
0.073
per Capita
(0.034)
(0.047)
Unemployment
0.338 (3.823)
1.570 (4.095)
Number of
0.146*
0.080
Candidates
(0.069)
(0.084)
0.0001
EU Grant Value
(7.27e-05)
Year=2002
0 (.)
1.910***
Year=2006
0 (.)
(0.278)
3.909***
1.753***
Year=2010
(0.348)
(0.302)
3.235***
1.076***
Year=2014
(0.288)
(0.271)
***
-17.59
-15.21***
Constant
(2.205)
(2.840)
Observations
1468
1033
Standard errors in parentheses
*
p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

Model E3
2.674***
(0.616)
0.041 (0.321)
-1.572***
(0.280)

Model E4
2.848***
(0.706)
-0.037 (0.353)
-1.550***
(0.287)

-0.455 (2.015)

0.091 (2.131)

0.0002*
(8.91e-05)

0.032
(0.053)
0.270 (4.243)
0.033
(0.101)
0.0002*
(9.00e-05)

0 (.)

0 (.)

-0.664*
(0.269)
-7.431**
(2.673)
690

-0.685*
(0.274)
-8.537**
(3.171)
689

0.674 (4.139)

Matthew Stenberg
Table E2. Likelihood of Fidesz victory
Model E5
Population
0.925***
(0.277)
Higher Tier City
0.891***
(0.213)
Opposition
-1.593***
Incumbent
(0.202)
Fidesz National
12.31***
Share in 2014
(1.722)
Library Books per
-0.002
Capita
(0.029)
Unemployment
-2.971
(3.519)
Number of
-0.056
Candidates
(0.065)
EU Grant Value
0
(.)
Year=2006
2.264***
(0.284)
Year=2010
2.811***
(0.296)
Year=2014
2.669***
(0.272)
Constant
-10.56***
(1.769)
Observations
1012
Standard errors in parentheses
*
p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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Model E6
0.691
(0.428)
1.091***
(0.298)
-1.577***
(0.214)
10.92***
(2.023)
-0.025
(0.037)
-1.490
(3.921)
-0.046
(0.079)
6.34e-06
(1.02e-05)

Model E7
0.637
(0.449)
0.791**
(0.290)
-1.553***
(0.233)
8.586***
(2.185)

6.23e-06
(1.03e-05)

Model E8
0.615
(0.494)
0.813**
(0.315)
-1.574***
(0.233)
8.114***
(2.207)
-0.018
(0.044)
0.890
(4.055)
-0.073
(0.088)
7.02e-06
(1.05e-05)

0
(.)
0.341
(0.261)
0.295
(0.266)
-6.780**
(2.290)
771

0
(.)
0.023
(0.239)
-5.522*
(2.390)
564

0
(.)
0.031
(0.239)
-4.902
(2.604)
564

0.714
(4.066)

Year=2002
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Appendix F. County Seat at Time of Election
Models run here account for the territorial reorganization in Hungary in 2013, which replaced
kistérség with járás as the county-level unit in the country. As such, there is some variation in
county capitals in the 2002-2010 elections and in the 2014 election. The findings for this
specification are similar for the contestation model and weaker for the victory models. This is
likely a product of the fact that the 2013 territorial reorganization was endogenous to Fidesz
success, and it is likely that Fidesz removed capital status from cities it would be less
competitive in and rewarded cities that it believed it could be successful in. The specific
consequences of this reorganization are an avenue worth pursuing in future research. Appendix
G lists the municipalities promoted to district capital status.
Table F1. Likelihood of Fidesz contesting
Model 4
Population
2.840*** (0.682)
Higher Tier City
-0.036 (0.352)
Subnational Seat at Election
Opposition Incumbent
-1.552*** (0.284)
Library Books per Capita
0.031 (0.052)
Unemployment
0.259 (4.232)
Number of Candidates
0.032 (0.099)
EU Grant Value
0.0002* (9.00e-05)
Year=2010
0 (.)
Year=2014
-0.686* (0.274)
Constant
-8.460** (2.607)
Observations
689

Model F4
2.785*** (0.668)
0.088 (0.331)
-1.542*** (0.284)
0.025 (0.051)
0.205 (4.236)
0.033 (0.099)
0.0002* (8.86e-05)
0 (.)
-0.684* (0.274)
-8.249** (2.549)
689

Standard errors in parentheses
*
p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

Table F2. Likelihood of Fidesz victory
Population
Higher Tier City
Subnational Seat at Election
Opposition Incumbent
Library Books per Capita
Unemployment
Number of Candidates
EU Grant Value
Year=2010
Year=2014
Constant
Observations
Standard errors in parentheses
*
p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

Model 8
0.076 (0.458)
0.801** (0.308)
***

-1.709 (0.226)
-0.044 (0.044)
-0.806 (3.940)
-0.142 (0.084)
8.42e-06 (1.04e-05)
0 (.)
-0.001 (0.233)
1.409 (1.879)
564

Model F8
0.572 (0.447)
0.258 (0.275)
-1.760*** (0.224)
-0.010 (0.043)
0.663 (3.845)
-0.159 (0.084)
6.61e-06 (1.02e-05)
0 (.)
0.040 (0.231)
-0.477 (1.825)
564
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Appendix G. Cities promoted to capital status
Appendix G notes (alphabetically) the cities promoted to capital status in the 2013 Hungarian
territorial reorganization. Previously, all of these municipalities were secondary cities in a
subregion (kistérség) and received capital status with the introduction of districts (járás) as the
new subregional classification.
1. Bóly
2. Budakeszi
3. Gyomaendrőd
4. Hajdúnánás
5. Jászpati
6. Kemecse
7. Kunhegyes
8. Nagykőrös
9. Nyíradony
10. Polgárdi (Only for the 2014 election – in 2015, Polgárdi Járás was merged)
11. Putnok
12. Szigetszentmiklós
13. Tiszakécske
14. Tolna
15. Vecsés
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Appendix H. Head to Head
Models are run here with Number of Candidates replaced by head-to-head, a dichotomous
variable indicating if the election was held only between two candidates. This specification
removes any significance, which otherwise appears in some of the contestation models for the
Number of Candidates specification. Both are insignificant in the winning models.
Table H1. Likelihood of Fidesz contesting
Model 4
Population
2.840*** (0.682)
Higher Tier City
-0.036 (0.352)
Opposition Incumbent
-1.552*** (0.284)
Library Books per Capita
0.031 (0.052)
Unemployment
0.259 (4.232)
Number of Candidates
0.032 (0.099)
Head to Head
EU Grant Value
0.0002* (9.00e-05)
Year=2010
0 (.)
Year=2014
-0.686* (0.274)
Constant
-8.460** (2.607)
Observations
689

Model H4
3.006*** (0.681)
-0.054 (0.355)
-1.618*** (0.285)
0.035 (0.053)
0.624 (4.275)
0.568 (0.300)
0.0002* (9.08e-05)
0 (.)
-0.714** (0.276)
-9.117*** (2.644)
689

Standard errors in parentheses
*
p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

Table H2. Likelihood of Fidesz victory
Population
Higher Tier City
Opposition Incumbent
Library Books per Capita
Unemployment
Number of Candidates
Head to Head
EU Grant Value
Year=2010
Year=2014
Constant
Observations
Standard errors in parentheses
*
p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

Model 8
0.076 (0.458)
0.801** (0.308)
-1.709*** (0.226)
-0.044 (0.044)
-0.806 (3.940)
-0.142 (0.084)
8.42e-06 (1.04e-05)
0 (.)
-0.001 (0.233)
1.409 (1.879)
564

Model H8
-0.072 (0.451)
0.856** (0.311)
-1.686*** (0.228)
-0.047 (0.044)
-1.472 (3.966)
0.079 (0.258)
8.25e-06 (1.05e-05)
0 (.)
-0.030 (0.233)
1.529 (1.898)
564
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Appendix I. Categorical specification
Cities are classified categorically with seven options: village (1), city (2), district capital (3), city
with county rights (4), city with county rights that is also a county capital (5), electoral district
(6), and capital city (7). Electoral districts apply only to the 23 districts of Budapest, while
Budapest itself is the only capital city. The specific EU funding data available results in the
electoral districts dropping out of the analysis, so in practice, the five categories in the model are
on average of increasing political significance.
Table I1. Likelihood of Fidesz contesting
Model I1
Model I2
3.092***
3.522***
Population
(0.464)
(0.590)
City Type
0.459** (0.159) 0.062 (0.224)
Opposition
-1.081***
-1.301***
Incumbent
(0.237)
(0.240)
Library Books
0.024
0.069
per Capita
(0.033)
(0.046)
Unemployment
-0.179 (3.768)
1.152 (4.082)
Number of
0.135
0.062
Candidates
(0.069)
(0.083)
0.0001
EU Grant Value
(7.27e-05)
Year=2002
0 (.)
1.882***
Year=2006
0 (.)
(0.276)
3.789***
1.730***
Year=2010
(0.345)
(0.299)
3.067***
1.032***
Year=2014
(0.288)
(0.268)
-14.25***
-13.10***
Constant
(1.758)
(2.228)
Observations
1468
1033
Standard errors in parentheses
*
p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

Model I3
2.669***
(0.598)
0.163 (0.280)
-1.554***
(0.279)

0.0002
(8.78e-05)

Model I4
2.775***
(0.681)
0.075 (0.308)
-1.542***
(0.284)
0.025
(0.053)
0.137 (4.251)
0.034
(0.099)
0.0002*
(8.89e-05)

0 (.)

0 (.)

-0.679*
(0.271)
-7.952***
(2.214)
690

-0.694*
(0.276)
-8.344***
(2.506)
689

0.592 (4.157)
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Table I2. Likelihood of Fidesz winning
Model I5
Model I6
Population
0.063 (0.391)
-0.436 (0.482)
0.207
0.849***
City Type
(0.132)
(0.232)
Opposition
-1.680***
-1.714***
Incumbent
(0.212)
(0.216)
Library Books
0.017
-0.065
per Capita
(0.030)
(0.041)
Unemployment
-2.347 (3.742) -4.308 (4.046)
Number of
-0.128
-0.128
Candidates
(0.067)
(0.078)
-1.04e-06
EU Grant Value
(1.01e-05)
Year=2002
0 (.)
2.305***
Year=2006
0 (.)
(0.287)
2.679***
Year=2010
0.236 (0.258)
(0.294)
2.606***
Year=2014
0.126 (0.262)
(0.272)
Constant
-1.481 (1.446)
1.846 (1.741)
Observations
1012
771
Standard errors in parentheses
*
p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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Model I7
-0.095 (0.431)
0.645**
(0.233)
-1.665***
(0.227)

-2.99e-06
(9.79e-06)

Model I8
-0.244 (0.487)
0.775**
(0.262)
-1.688***
(0.225)
-0.061
(0.045)
-1.488 (3.929)
-0.148
(0.084)
-3.13e-06
(9.78e-06)

0 (.)

0 (.)

-0.034 (0.233)

-0.032 (0.232)

0.233 (1.585)
564

1.299 (1.760)
564

-1.808 (3.972)
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Appendix J. Number of EU Grants
Appendix J re-runs Model 4 with the alternative measure of EU grants, focusing on the number
of grants issued in the three-year electoral cycle as opposed to the amount of funding issued.
2002 is similarly dropped because of the lack of local data of EU pre-accession funding. The
number of grants shows a slightly increased significance, but otherwise similar results.
Table J1. Likelihood of Fidesz contesting
Model 4
Population
2.840*** (0.682)
Higher Tier City
-0.036 (0.352)
Opposition Incumbent
-1.552*** (0.284)
Library Books per Capita
0.031 (0.052)
Unemployment
0.259 (4.232)
Number of Candidates
0.032 (0.099)
EU Grant Value
0.0002* (9.00e-08)
EU Grant Number
Year=2010
0 (.)
Year=2014
-0.686* (0.274)
Constant
-8.460** (2.607)
Observations
689
Standard errors in parentheses
*
p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

Model J4
2.106** (0.732)
-0.176 (0.359)
-1.537*** (0.288)
0.009 (0.051)
0.136 (4.284)
0.044 (0.101)
0.037** (0.013)
0 (.)
-0.817** (0.282)
-5.929* (2.761)
689
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Appendix K. Population Variables
Appendix K shows the distribution of mayoral candidacy vs. population. The distribution, as
shown in Figures K1 and K2, suggests that logged population better fits the data and is therefore
used in the models.
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Figure K1. Population vs. Fidesz Candidate
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Figure K2. Logged Population vs. Fidesz Candidate
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Appendix L. Towns promoted during study period.12
Town
Region
Albertirsa
Pest
Bábolna
Komárom-Esztergom
Kaba
Hajdú-Bihar
Nyékládháza
Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén
Abaújszántó
Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén
Adony
Fejér
Badacsonytomaj
Veszprém
Balkány
Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg
Bélapátfalva
Heves
Berhida
Veszprém
Cigánd
Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén
Dunavarsány
Pest
Dunavecse
Bács-Kiskun
Fót
Pest
Hajdúsámson
Hajdú-Bihar
Jánossomorja
Győr-Moson-Sopron
Kenderes
Jász-Nagykun-Szolnok
Lábatlan
Komárom-Esztergom
Örkény
Pest
Szigethalom
Pest
Tompa
Bács-Kiskun
Velence
Fejér
Abádszalók
Jász-Nagykun-Szolnok
Csorvás
Békés
Kadarkút
Somogy
Kemecse
Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg
Kisköre
Heves
Kistarcsa
Pest
Martonvásár
Fejér
Nyírlugos
Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg
Nyírtelek
Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg
Ócsa
Pest
Őriszentpéter
Vas
Pálháza
Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén
Pilis
Pest
Sándorfalva
Csongrád
Üllő
Pest
Ács
Komárom-Esztergom
Alsózsolca
Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén
12

Data come from (Központi Statisztikai Hivatal 2017, 97–100).
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Promotion Date
1-Jul-2003
1-Jul-2003
1-Jul-2003
1-Jul-2003
1-Jul-2004
1-Jul-2004
1-Jul-2004
1-Jul-2004
1-Jul-2004
1-Jul-2004
1-Jul-2004
1-Jul-2004
1-Jul-2004
1-Jul-2004
1-Jul-2004
1-Jul-2004
1-Jul-2004
1-Jul-2004
1-Jul-2004
1-Jul-2004
1-Jul-2004
1-Jul-2004
1-Jul-2005
1-Jul-2005
1-Jul-2005
1-Jul-2005
1-Jul-2005
1-Jul-2005
1-Jul-2005
1-Jul-2005
1-Jul-2005
1-Jul-2005
1-Jul-2005
1-Jul-2005
1-Jul-2005
1-Jul-2005
1-Jul-2005
1-Jul-2007
1-Jul-2007

Matthew Stenberg
Biatorbágy
Bük
Kozármisleny
Körösladány
Maglód
Mándok
Törökbálint
Bodajk
Fertőszentmiklós
Hajós
Halásztelek
Isaszeg
Pusztaszabolcs
Rudabánya
Zamárdi
Balatonkenese
Beled
Budakalász
Csanádpalota
Gyönk
Igal
Jászkisér
Mágocs
Medgyesegyháza
Mélykút
Mezőkeresztes
Nagymányok
Nyírmada
Pacsa
Rácalmás
Rákóczifalva
Sajóbábony
Tápiószele
Újkígyós
Vaja
Vép
Zsámbék
Aba
Ajak
Besenyszög
Csákvár
Diósd
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Pest
Vas
Baranya
Békés
Pest
Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg
Pest
Fejér
Győr-Moson-Sopron
Bács-Kiskun
Pest
Pest
Fejér
Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén
Somogy
Veszprém
Győr-Moson-Sopron
Pest
Csongrád
Tolna
Somogy
Jász-Nagykun-Szolnok
Baranya
Békés
Bács-Kiskun
Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén
Tolna
Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg
Zala
Fejér
Jász-Nagykun-Szolnok
Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén
Pest
Békés
Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg
Vas
Pest
Fejér
Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg
Jász-Nagykun-Szolnok
Fejér
Pest

1-Jul-2007
1-Jul-2007
1-Jul-2007
1-Jul-2007
1-Jul-2007
1-Jul-2007
1-Jul-2007
1-Jul-2008
1-Jul-2008
1-Jul-2008
1-Jul-2008
1-Jul-2008
1-Jul-2008
1-Jul-2008
1-Jul-2008
1-Jul-2009
1-Jul-2009
1-Jul-2009
1-Jul-2009
1-Jul-2009
1-Jul-2009
1-Jul-2009
1-Jul-2009
1-Jul-2009
1-Jul-2009
1-Jul-2009
1-Jul-2009
1-Jul-2009
1-Jul-2009
1-Jul-2009
1-Jul-2009
1-Jul-2009
1-Jul-2009
1-Jul-2009
1-Jul-2009
1-Jul-2009
1-Jul-2009
15-Jul-2013
15-Jul-2013
15-Jul-2013
15-Jul-2013
15-Jul-2013
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Fegyvernek
Gyöngyöspata
Jánosháza
Kerepes
Kondoros
Lébény
Onga
Őrbottyán
Piliscsaba
Sülysáp
Tát
Újhartyán
Verpelét
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Jász-Nagykun-Szolnok
Heves
Vas
Pest
Békés
Győr-Moson-Sopron
Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén
Pest
Pest
Pest
Komárom-Esztergom
Pest
Heves

15-Jul-2013
15-Jul-2013
15-Jul-2013
15-Jul-2013
15-Jul-2013
15-Jul-2013
15-Jul-2013
15-Jul-2013
15-Jul-2013
15-Jul-2013
15-Jul-2013
15-Jul-2013
15-Jul-2013

