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Chapter 12
Protest Against the Reception of Asylum 
Seekers in Austria

Miriam Haselbacher and Sieglinde Rosenberger

12.1  Introduction

Amid rising asylum applications in the past years, European countries have faced a 
major crisis in their reception systems, struggling to provide housing, infrastructure 
and support for new arrivals. Migration as a “crucial field of contentious politics” 
(Cinalli 2016, 86) has become a core issue in European and national politics, which is 
highly contested and leading to new (inter-)national tensions (Trauner 2016). Societies 
have reacted differently to this situation: partly supportive and welcoming, partly 
repellent. Liberal and humanitarian beliefs are opposed by nationalist and anti-migrant 
attitudes. Welcoming initiatives originating from a broad alliance of civil society 
groups have provided help for arriving refugees and promoted tolerance (Aumüller 
et al. 2015), while at the same time resentment toward asylum seekers has been grow-
ing stronger and right-wing parties are becoming ever more successful at the polls 
(Jakob 2016). Certain societal segments along with certain political actors express 
their refusal to admit and accommodate asylum seekers openly, as demonstrated, for 
instance, by the anti-Islam movement Pegida in Germany (see Rucht 2018).

Increasing protest activities against the reception of refugees and, more gener-
ally, against ethnic and religious diversity have also occurred in Austria. Unprepared 
and unwilling to welcome these numbers of asylum seekers–Austria was among the 
countries to have received the most arrivals per capita1–new protest networks have 
formed to oppose governmental decisions regarding the establishment of accom-
modation centers. The issue of asylum has been a highly sensitive political topic in 
Austria for decades (Gruber 2010, 2014). In this context of ongoing negative 
 politicization and currently rising asylum applications, waves of protests have 

1 In 2015, more than 85,000 asylum seekers were officially registered in Austria. The number of 
applicants per million inhabitants was only higher in Hungary and Sweden according to Eurostat.

M. Haselbacher · S. Rosenberger (*) 
University of Vienna, Vienna, Austria
e-mail: sieglinde.rosenberger@univie.ac.at

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-74696-8_12&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-74696-8_12
mailto:sieglinde.rosenberger@univie.ac.at


248

emerged to prevent new shelters (Rosenberger and Haselbacher 2016). We term this 
type of collective action asylum-center protest. This definition includes all protest 
activities directed against the political decision to establish a facility that hosts and 
accommodates asylum seekers.

Most of the research done in the field of protest and mobilization relates to aspir-
ing and altruistic social movements (Schaeffer 2014). Scholars predominantly 
explore collective action as committed to facilitating social change and pursuing the 
goals of liberty, equality and solidarity. However, in the political reality of diverse 
societies, activities and objectives vary between different types of movements. 
Protest groups do not only propose emancipatory goals, for instance to expand citi-
zenship or to promote women’s rights, they also defend restrictionist ideas and take 
inequality and exclusion as political principles. As defined by the sociologist Robert 
K. Schaeffer, restrictionist protest refers to nationalist and xenophobic movements 
fighting for the preservation of social inequality, opposing processes of democrati-
zation. Often supported by state authorities, restrictionist protesters have used the 
authority given to them by the state to engage in collective action (ibid., 12). 
Following this idea, we here demonstrate that the close interaction between institu-
tional actors and protest networks, as well as the active involvement of institutional 
politics in performing and organizing protest activities are central features of 
asylum- center protest.

To repeat, the academic tendency within protest research leans toward left-wing 
movements. Nevertheless, there are some precursors to approaching right-wing and 
anti-migration activities with the toolkit of social movement studies (della Porta and 
Diani 2006; Fillieule and Accornero 2016). Inspired by analytical strands and cate-
gories examining mobilization, this chapter follows an actor-centered approach 
within social movement studies, combining both exogenous determinants on the 
one side and endogenous resources of powerful protagonists on the other (for a 
similar approach see Caiani et al. 2012; Caiani and Borri 2016; Cinalli 2016). In this 
chapter, we argue that specific institutional and discursive opportunities are relevant 
for the understanding of the emergence of protest against the establishment of 
accommodation centers. However, to understand the high rate of success of these 
protests, the specific actor constellation and its closeness to decision-making bodies 
are decisive.

Empirically, we look into the extent to which institutional actors are involved in 
the organization of protest activities and what types and forms of repertoires they 
make use of. We focus especially on the verbal justification of protest, in other 
words the frames these actors adopt to give their activities meaning, and to mobilize 
followers and the public. Overall, this chapter aims at providing insights into mech-
anisms of how restrictionist protest operates in the domain of asylum, why these 
activities emerge, and why they are comparatively successful in terms of achieving 
their main claim, namely the prevention of an accommodation center. By doing so, 
we offer insights into rising cultural tensions and cleavages on the local level which 
foster (extra-)institutional political activities.

The findings presented here are based on 113 protest cases which occurred 
between January 2014 and September 2015  in Austria. Based on media reports, 
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official documents, gazettes and a broad range of protest materials, we collected 
comprehensive information about protest cases and carried out a protest event anal-
ysis as well as a framing analysis.

In the next section we introduce studies on protest against the reception of asy-
lum seekers in order to identify certain characteristics and factors of protest which 
we can draw upon in our analysis.

12.2  Studying Protest Against Asylum Seekers

Despite the salience of the phenomenon, studies on protest and opposition against 
the reception of asylum seekers are quite rare. The scant literature available shows 
that collective action against political decisions to shelter asylum seekers occurs 
almost exclusively on the local level. As demonstrated in this section, it is mostly 
rural communities which are not only hesitant, but also adverse to the presence of 
refugees in their neighborhood.

Phil Hubbard (2004, 2005) examined protest discourses and attitudes of the local 
population towards asylum seekers and their reception in the English countryside. 
He traced the justifications of protestors and demonstrated how processes of other-
ing and the construction of whiteness are central to anti-asylum resistance. Hubbard 
stresses the contingency of this resistance upon racial identities as well as “connec-
tions between rhetorics of displacement and (deeply rooted) rural fears of racialised 
and sexualised difference” (Hubbard 2004, 3).

A slightly different point of view was offered by Ralph Grillo (2005), who 
detected similarities between discursive strategies of the British National Party 
(BNP) and local opponents of a collective accommodation center, who are express-
ing strong negative emotions like fear. Relevant interpretations of this political lan-
guage and action refer to NIMBY initiatives (not in my back yard) loaded with 
ethnical and cultural meaning. The construction of a pure and homogenous rural 
identity is used to (re-)define the limits and boundaries of the given community, 
aiming at preserving its whiteness and homogeneity.

Marcel Lubbers et  al. (2005, 2006) investigated the influence of institutional 
contexts on the emergence of protests against shelters in the Netherlands. The 
authors identified certain characteristics of the affected communities (such as eco-
nomic indicators) and features of the facility itself (such as the size of the reception 
center or the demographic structure of the inhabitants) as key factors triggering 
protest from below. In brief, their studies revealed that bigger facilities are more 
likely to cause protest than smaller ones and that new centers face greater opposition 
than existing ones.

Research on physical attacks against the reception of asylum seekers in Germany 
goes back to the 1990s, when a wave of violence occurred and major outbreaks 
drew public attention (see Ohlemacher 1998; Prenzel 2015). More recent research 
elaborates on various determinants that support or hinder the acceptability of new 
locations in the immediate vicinity (Aumüller et al. 2015; Lamberty and Wichmann 
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2015). As Pegida activities demonstrate, thousands of people take to the streets to 
send a strong signal to political authorities that there is no place for “others”, “for-
eigners”, or “Muslims” (Daphi et al. 2015).

In Austria, citizens and (local) politicians staged the first protest against the pres-
ence of asylum seekers in the 1980s. Involving a large number of people, this protest 
was directed against a collective accommodation in a military barrack (Bauböck 
1999, 119). In the 1990s, some violent incidents occurred including arson attacks, 
mostly perpetrated by individuals with a neo-Nazi background. Political scientist 
Raimund Pehm (2010) researched protest in the field of reception policies after the 
adoption of the Basic Care Agreement for Asylum Seekers 
(Grundversorgungsvereinbarung). Analyzing discontent, Pehm described how pro-
test networks consisting of citizens and local elites criticized the lack of communi-
cation in the process of the establishment of new accommodation centers. In other 
words, protesters felt disregarded and ignored by political authorities and decided to 
resort to extra-institutional repertoires. A more recent study on protest discourse 
showed that cultural and identity-based displeasure expressed by local protesters 
reflects well-established populist discursive strategies, such as “us against those up 
there” and “us against the other” (Rosenberger and Haselbacher 2016).

12.3  Contextual Determinants of Asylum-Center Protest

In the following, we introduce some contextual factors we consider to be relevant 
for the emergence and outcome of protest activities in the policy area of asylum. 
What are the institutional and discursive determinants that nurture protests? In what 
environment and under what parameters does asylum-center protest appear? 
Restrictionist protest in Austria is embedded in a comparatively moderate civic pro-
test culture (see Merhaut and Stern 2018), restrictive migration policies, a signifi-
cant anti-migrant mobilization driven by the right-wing Austrian Freedom Party 
(FPÖ), and centralized decision-making procedures, leaving only few competences 
to the local level.

12.3.1  Strong Anti-migration Mobilization

The reception of asylum seekers has been highly contested over the past decades. 
There is plenty of evidence for the negative politicization of the issue–expressed in 
terms of issue salience and its polarization (van der Brug et al. 2015; Grande et al. 
2016). A driving factor for anti-migration mobilization in Austria is the FPÖ (see 
Gruber 2014). With the FPÖ, Austria has a history of an electorally successful right- 
wing populist party. It has been politicizing the issue of asylum since the 1990s and 
has shaped the exclusionist and assimilationist discourse as well as policies in this 
field, which are becoming ever more restrictive (Kraler 2011). In terms of framing 
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migration and asylum issues, Oliver Gruber (2014, 125) showed that restrictive 
frames dominate over liberal frames. The narrative of the “bogus” asylum seeker 
enjoys great popularity and nurtures politics of restriction and control (Krzyzanowski 
and Wodak 2009), whereas arguments based on human rights and defending a right 
to entry and to stay are losing significance.

These tendencies are underlined by recent opinion polls indicating significant sup-
port for parties promoting the reinforcement of border controls as well as for further 
legal restrictions in asylum and alien laws (SWS Bildstatistiken 2016). In the latest 
regional and municipal elections, the FPÖ achieved significant gains2 and entered 
two provincial governments, forming a coalition with the Social Democratic Party of 
Austria (SPÖ) in Burgenland and with the Austrian People’s Party (ÖVP) in Upper 
Austria. Asylum was a central topic in these election campaigns and post- polling 
surveys showed that it was mentioned as the most important motive for voting.

Against this background, our research anticipates the FPÖ to be the main actor 
in protest against the establishment of accommodation centers.

12.3.2  Centralized Decision-Making in Reception Policies

The accommodation of asylum seekers lies both within the sphere of responsibility 
of the federal government and of the provinces (Länder). The federal government is 
responsible for asylum legislation, asylum procedures as well as initial reception in 
the course of the admission procedure, and operates a limited number of accom-
modation centers. The provinces are obliged to accommodate asylum seekers after 
entering the asylum procedure, to provide, supervise and to manage reception facili-
ties, and to bear part of the costs. However, the provinces have often been hesitant 
in fulfilling their task of accommodating refugees according to the respective size of 
their populations, not least due to the resistance of local municipalities. That way, 
the issue of the spatial distribution of asylum seekers has become a constant subject 
of political conflicts on the federal level (Rosenberger and König 2011).

By contrast, the municipalities have no official say in the field of reception poli-
cies. This originates from centralized federal structures in the field of asylum policies 
and results in a gap between decision-making power and the execution of practical 
tasks (Fallend 2006). The accommodation and integration of asylum seekers has to be 
principally performed by the municipalities even though they are not included in the 
decision-making process of opening new accommodation centers (Wimmer 2010).

The municipal level is shaped by a local collective identity and powerful and 
prominent political individuals (van Deth and Tausendpfund 2013). The character 
of a personalized local elite has been strengthened by the introduction of direct elec-

2 Regional elections: Burgenland, May 2015, FPÖ +6.0%; Styria, May 2015, FPÖ +16.1%; Vienna, 
October 2015, FPÖ +5.0%; Upper Austria, September 2015, FPÖ +15.1%.

Municipal elections: Lower Austria, January 2015, FPÖ +1.79%; Styria, May 2015, FPÖ 
+7.3%; Vorarlberg, March 2015, FPÖ +2.7%.
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tions of mayors in a majority of the provinces. In most cases, mayors enjoy great 
closeness to their citizens and occupy an important position in communicating with 
the local community. Moreover, their close ties with the electorate result in a com-
paratively high confidence of the population in local government (Steininger 2006).

Considering this framework of competences, we deduce that the disparity in the 
decision-making process on the one hand and the local responsibility for integration 
tasks on the other motivates municipal protest activities. Moreover, this gap pro-
vides incentives for institutional actors to express resistance against decisions of the 
upper levels of government in order to demonstrate solidarity with the local 
constituency.

12.4  Data and Methods

The following analysis covers the period from 01/01/2014 to 08/31/2015, a period 
during which asylum applications were on the rise and new facilities had to be pro-
vided for arriving asylum seekers.

The subject of this investigation are individual protest cases, defined as a range 
of collective actions that targeted federal or provincial proposals to open and run a 
transit camp or accommodation center. Although we do not focus on individual 
protest events, we employ the toolkit of protest event analysis for the quantification 
of the characteristics of protest (Koopmans and Rucht 2002, 231). Specifically, in 
the following we describe and analyze protest features such as their topic, frequency, 
actors, claims, forms, success and justifications.

Our data collection builds on a list of accommodation centers across the country 
provided by the Austrian Broadcasting Company (ORF; data available for June, 
August and September 2015).3 Based on this list, we searched for protest activities 
directed against the opening of a reception facility. This information was retrieved 
via an internet search (using the name of the municipalities and key words such as 
“resistance”, “protest” and “asylum seeker”). This search brought to the surface a 
total of 113 protest cases for the defined time period. Based on the estimated num-
ber of new facilities, this figure demonstrates that roughly one third of all newly 
opened facilities provoked resistance.4

Moreover, counter-groups emerged in 22 cases taking the side of asylum seekers. 
As a result, some municipalities were confronted with conflicting tendencies within 
their community, with some groups challenging the reception of asylum seekers 
while others were formed to welcome and support the new members of the 
community.5

3 We thank Jakob Weichenberger, data journalist with the ORF, who shared the data on the distribu-
tion of accommodation centers in Austria.
4 There is no accurate data available that indicates the date of the opening of accommodation cen-
ters. Estimations are based on our internet research, media reports and the data of the ORF.
5 We coded support initiatives in the municipality, information regarding the establishment of the 
facility and information such as the date of the beginning of protest activities etc.
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Our protest analysis is based on multiple sources including local, regional and 
national media reports, municipal gazettes, social media and protest material (leaf-
lets etc.). Altogether 712 texts were identified and coded. The resulting codebook 
lists the major categories of protest research, namely (a) actors (institutional and 
extra-institutional), (b) repertoires (appellative, demonstrative, confrontational and 
violent), (c) frames and (d) outcomes (success, partial success, no success). This 
data was supplemented by contextual information about the locality (urban versus 
rural areas and former experiences with migrants looking for international protec-
tion) and the facility (proposed number of inhabitants, type of center and former 
utilization of the facility).

Based on a content analysis of our material, we assessed the frequency of the 
compiled categories. This was complemented by a framing analysis, exploring and 
identifying communicative techniques and mobilization strategies (Goffman 1974; 
Benford and Snow 2000). After counting the nominal justifications, we compiled 
three diagnostic frames inductively, that provide insights into social problems and 
cultural conflicts that underlie protest activities (Caiani et al. 2012, 14).

12.5  Attributes of Asylum-Center Protest

Following Schaeffer (2014), asylum-center protest can be ascribed to the category 
of restrictionist protest. So far, however, in the field of migration and asylum 
research, not much is known about the features of this type of protest. We want to 
fill this gap by identifying and describing characteristics of restrictionist protest 
activities. We will begin by providing substantial information on the reception cen-
ter and the target of protest (political authorities), before moving on to our findings 
on various significant protest categories.

12.5.1  Issue-Specific Features

It is often small, rural communities that generate asylum-center protests: More than 
two thirds of protest cases are located in small municipalities (defined by up to 5000 
inhabitants) and, most significantly, 80% of these municipalities are accommodat-
ing asylum seekers for the very first time.

With regard to the type of accommodation center, our data shows that both for-
mer hotels accommodating between 20 and 40 refugees and mass-accommodation 
facilities such as tents or military barracks with over a hundred people are more 
likely to stir protest than smaller shelters or shelter provided in private homes. The 
fact that converted hotels are most affected by protests might be an indicator of 
economically weak geographies, as the establishment of a reception center may be 
seen as an opportunity to improve the economic situation of the area or of certain 
individuals.
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The type of decision-making body is another factor influencing the relative 
 resistance of locals. In Austria, during the procedure, asylum seekers are assigned to 
collective centers. Most of them are run by regional authorities. The federal govern-
ment only has executive responsibility for initial reception centers, transit centers 
and emergency facilities. In sum, there are only few accommodation centers within 
the responsibility of the federal state; the vast majority is organized by the provinces 
(Koppenberg 2014, 12). Executive responsibility has a marked impact on the prob-
ability of staging protest action. Almost all of the facilities that were established and 
lie within the federal sphere of responsibility triggered protests, whereas only one 
fourth of the ones within the responsibility of the provinces were contested. 
However, it has to be taken into account that the question of competence is mixed 
up with other adverse characteristics of the location itself: Federal facilities are 
mostly larger in size and have partially been set up as emergency shelters (contain-
ers, tents and camps).

Contrary to political assertions and some academic studies (for instance Hubbard 
2004, 2005; Lubbers et al. 2005, 2006), the share of asylum seekers per capita on 
the local level is not decisive for triggering protest. Figure 12.1 demonstrates that 
protest most frequently takes place in municipalities where the proposed rate of 
asylum seekers in relation to the local population is comparatively low. Most collec-
tive activities occur in municipalities that are expected to host a relatively small 
number of persons, but there are also municipalities designated to take in a rather 
large number that face protests.

The variation in the share of asylum seekers per municipal capita points to the 
fact that protest activities occur in an environment of politicization of asylum (on 
politicization, see Hutter 2014; Grande et al. 2016). Increasing refugee immigration 
causes rising public attention on the topic of accommodation and reception, rein-
forcing the saliency and polarization of the issue. Asylum-center protest should 
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Fig. 12.1 Share of asylum seekers per municipal capita
n = 113 protest cases. The figure sets the absolute number of asylum seekers in relation to the 
number of inhabitants of the municipalities
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therefore be seen as a product of politicization–protesters take action because the 
issue is already on the political and media agenda–and as a mechanism of politiciza-
tion itself, meaning that protest activities contribute to the further (negative) politi-
cization of the issue.

12.5.2  Protest Actors

Who is involved in protest activities and employs repertoires designed to counter 
proposals to open new reception centers? Which groups and individuals initiate 
resistance against the authorities by organizing the first instances of protest?

In analyzing the type of actors, we employ a typology applied in social move-
ment studies which differentiates between institutional and extra-institutional actors 
(Tilly 1978). The former comprise political parties and political-administrative offi-
cials, the latter civic groups, individual citizens and grassroots initiatives which 
constitute a potential rival to existing political authorities and institutions. We 
adapted this analytical scheme to look for coalitions between actors, taking into 
account “that the two worlds of inside (institutionalized, conventional) and outside 
(protest, unconventional) politics are not as neatly separated as this model suggests” 
(Kriesi 2015, 668).

Besides identifying the role and significance of certain institutional and extra- 
institutional actor groups, we distinguish between two manifestations of participa-
tion: initiation and involvement at a later stage of the protest.

Figure 12.2 illustrates the extent to which institutional and extra-institutional 
protagonists were actively involved. Interestingly, institutional actors, especially 
mayors, constitute the predominant activist group involved in protest against accom-
modation centers. By contrast, citizens are less present and moreover constitute the 
only extra-institutional actor we could identify.

Mayors form the central node in the system of municipal, regional and federal 
contestation over the reception of asylum seekers. They are actively involved in two 
thirds of all protest cases. By contrast, there are only five cases (out of 113) where 
mayors publicly positioned themselves contrary to protestors and thus tried to 
demobilize protest.

Mayors are not lone actors, but rely on strong local protest networks and enjoy 
the backing of the municipal council. Regarding party affiliation, no peculiarities 
can be observed: Mayors from all camps oppose federal and provincial proposals 
for asylum seekers’ reception. Most are linked to the ÖVP or the SPÖ, while some 
mayors do not have a party affiliation (10 out of 113 cases) and four mayors belong 
to the FPÖ. This distribution resembles the local political landscape of Austria, 
which is dominated by mayors of the two major parties. Hence, these findings dem-
onstrate that asylum-center protest has become a non-partisan issue, expressing gen-
eral tensions, grievances and hostility regardless of party affiliation.

Beside the dominant group of mayors, representatives of the FPÖ are to a large 
extent involved in protest activities. This actor group is dominating mass- and 
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social-media oriented means of mobilization. Rejections of specific accommoda-
tion centers tend to be interwoven with general criticism about the asylum system, 
since statements made by FPÖ officials do not clearly distinguish between the rejec-
tion of (national) migration politics on the one hand and specific, facility-related 
opposition on the other. Resistance against the proposals of the locality in question 
is mixed up with national discourse and serves as a point of reference to make criti-
cal statements about the Austrian asylum system as a whole.

Finally, we turn to the numerically less relevant group, namely the citizens. They 
are present in asylum-center protest but clearly to a lesser extent than institutional 
actors, meaning that, while they do articulate their discontent, they are rather pas-
sive in terms of organizing collective action. Likewise, it is striking that civil society 
actors (NGOs and voluntary associations) are only marginally engaged. When citi-
zens act, they do so as individuals but not as part of an existing civil society organi-
zation. Furthermore, while citizens support initiatives launched by institutional 
actors, they play the role of followers instead of organizers. At a second glance, 
however, it becomes clear that local citizens mobilize “their” mayors by expressing 
grievances, fear and discontent over the pending issue. In doing so, they exert pres-
sure upon politicians whom they expect to take action against an accommodation 
center in their vicinity.

With regard to the initiation of protests, the most relevant actors are institutional 
actors, with more than two thirds of all protest cases having been initiated by politi-
cal parties and mayors.6 This is especially true for facilities falling under the execu-
tive responsibility of the federal government. Here, the very first protest event was 
almost exclusively conducted by political representatives. Thereafter, a coalition of 

6 We traced the course of events chronologically to look for the first documented protest event.
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Fig. 12.2 Institutional and extra-institutional protest actors
n = 113 protest cases; multiple coding possible. The figure includes the four most relevant actor 
groups and their active protest engagement, defined as employing action repertoires. Mayors, the 
FPÖ and regional politics are classified as institutional actors, citizens as extra-institutional actors

M. Haselbacher and S. Rosenberger



257

institutional actors on the local and the regional levels has frequently been formed 
to target federal authorities. In these cases, regional politics support mayors and 
vice versa. This indicates a high degree of incorporation of political claims into the 
political system and goes far beyond confrontational activities against politics.

In his seminal work, Kriesi (1993, 9) wrote on the issue of actors and resources:

A group of citizens may be very concerned about a given situation […]. But if they are 
unaware of their mutual concern […] they will not act accordingly. If there is no one taking 
the initiative, no collective actor organizing a campaign to articulate their concern, our citi-
zens have no opportunity to get actively involved.

Drawing on Kriesi’s resource approach, we underline the fact that triggering 
protest requires powerful actors and resources to create an environment that facili-
tates the involvement and participation of citizens. With regard to protest against 
proposed asylum seekers’ homes, the resourceful actors are elected political repre-
sentatives like mayors and other local and regional politicians. These protagonists 
create the environment in which unorganized citizens are able to express their 
opposition.

12.5.3  Protest Repertoires

Existing protest literature has classified different types of repertoires applied in 
campaigns and collective activities. Rucht and Neidhardt (2001) distinguished in 
their research between appellative, demonstrative, confrontational and violent 
instruments.

Our empirical findings emphasize that appellative means like petitions, open let-
ters, or written and oral complaints are highly prevalent. Demonstrative means 
(demonstrations and public assemblies) are employed but are outnumbered by 
appellative instruments. Hardly any large-scale rally emerged before the summer of 
2015, with informal meetings and get-togethers constituting the dominant format. 
Confrontational and violent forms are widely absent.7 Some incidents have occurred 
in which the right-wing extremist Identitarian Movement was involved by display-
ing banners in front of reception centers or distributing leaflets. Furthermore, there 
have been cases where unidentified persons sprayed swastikas and anti-asylum slo-
gans in the environs of asylum seekers’ facilities.

Figure 12.3 illustrates the most frequent repertoires, showing that forms of action 
differ in type and intensity depending on the protest actors. Each actor group 
employs repertoires closely related to the extent of its institutional embeddedness: 
State actors employ institutional means, intermediary actors such as political parties 
employ public channels, while citizens turn towards social media. As we can see, 
mayors draw on instruments like municipal council resolutions to intervene in 

7 According to a parliamentary inquiry, there have been incidents concerning property damage of 
reception centers. However, violent attacks have been on the rise since the period of investigation, 
as a later parliamentary inquiry shows, including a case of arson.
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higher political levels, utilizing their networks and their social and political ties as 
party representatives. The FPÖ employs means that generate public attention, con-
tributing actively to the discourse and shaping its substance. Citizens set up 
Facebook pages in order to condemn a given reception center, or organize petitions. 
Regional politicians are rather passive, relying on their institutional networks and 
contacting party colleagues to enforce their requests.

In sum, these results resonate deeply with the general protest culture in Austria, 
where illegal protest activities and violent operations as well as diverse creative 
forms and means of protest have a very limited tradition and are unlikely to happen 
(Dolezal and Hutter 2007). Concerning established appellative and demonstrative 
forms of action, it is quite difficult to mobilize a large amount of people and it 
requires the support of political representatives who play a crucial role in organizing 
potential participation and popular mobilization (Plasser and Ulram 2010).

12.5.4  Protest Outcomes and Consequences

Solid scholarly studies on the outcomes and successes of protest actions as well as 
determinants and factors for success or failure are rare. This research gap is due to 
the complexity of factors which influence policy outcomes, but it is also due to 
methodological flaws over the definition and operationalization of protest success 
(Giugni et al. 1999; Amenta et al. 2010).

Regional Politics
(18 cases)

Citizens
(55 cases)

FPÖ
(63 cases)

Mayors
(71 cases)

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45

Number of Protest Repertoires

Open Letters (3)
Press Statements (7)

Interventions (15)

Interventions (32)
Resolution of the Municipal Council (37)

Public Meeting (14)
Petition/ List of Signatures (14)

Facebook/ Social Media (24)

Facebook/ Social Media (17)
Press Statements (39)

Press Statements (25)

National, Regional, Local Motions (14)

Fig. 12.3 Most frequent protest repertoires per actor group
The table displays the three most frequent protest repertoires per actor group. In total, a number of 
382 repertoires in 113 protest cases have been coded. The number for each actor group indicates 
their active protest engagement (see also Fig. 12.2)
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By contrast to most social movement activities, which aim at social change and 
policy reform, the cases analyzed here include the rather explicit implementation 
claim of preventing the opening of an accommodation center. The measurement of 
success of this very specific claim is feasible and its outcome traceable.

First of all, our research underlines a high rate of successful protest outcomes. 
This finding derives from the investigation of three outcome variables: first, the pre-
vention of a specific facility (success); second, a reduction of the occupancy and/or 
a shift to a smaller building (partial success); or third, the opening of the accommo-
dation center (no success). The first outcome, prevention, was achieved in one third 
of the protest cases analyzed. In another third of the cases, the original proposal was 
prevented at least to some extent–the opening of the facility ultimately took place, 
but the pressure exerted by the protest altered the original proposal so that the center 
was moved to a seemingly more “appropriate” building, or a reduction of the occu-
pancy was obtained. In another third of the cases, protest had no impact on the 
implementation and it was realized as envisaged. Taking the protest development 
into account, we observed that in the cases in which the centers were ultimately 
opened, protest activities ended as soon as refugees moved into the building.

Policy and political responses are much more difficult to identify than clear-cut 
implementation claims. In Austria, at least two institutional and organizational 
responses have to be mentioned:

 (1) On the political level, the Austrian Association of Municipalities (Gemeindebund) 
engaged in measures to prevent the sort of conflicts discussed above, and pro-
vided assistance on dealing with new community members. The mayors of 
municipalities accommodating asylum seekers established networks and orga-
nized meetings to strengthen their positions in the field of asylum policies.

 (2) On the level of policy reform, the federal government reacted to intensified pro-
test activities with measures aimed at running facilities without the support of the 
provinces or the municipalities. A consequence of protest was the adoption of the 
Accommodation and Distribution of Aliens in Need of Aid and Protection Act 
(Durchgriffsrecht des Bundes) and the implementation of a so-called municipal 
quota. This law reform aims at improving the coordination of the dispersal of 
asylum seekers between the federal government and the provinces (and thus also 
the municipalities) and allows the Ministry of the Interior to establish reception 
facilities in municipalities which did not fulfill the reception quota of 1.5%. This 
proposition can also be enforced against the declared will of the municipalities.

12.6  Framing Strategies

Interpretative framing as an action-oriented set of opinions and beliefs inspires and 
legitimates protest activities (Benford and Snow 2000). It is the collective construc-
tion of action frames that provides potential followers with “rationals […] for par-
ticipating and supporting their organization” (Caiani and Borri 2016, 76).

12 Protest Against the Reception of Asylum Seekers in Austria



260

In framing theories, three dimensions are distinguished, namely diagnostic, 
prognostic and motivational framing. We here focus on diagnostic framing, which 
emphasizes the identification of predicaments. The conversion of a phenomenon 
into a social problem later serves as a justification for protest activities. Frames 
point to societal conflicts that (re-)emerge through the “process of the attribution of 
meaning” (Caiani et al. 2012, 14). In the following, we analyze which frames are 
applied in asylum-center protest and which conflicts lie behind them.

Based on our study, we identified a broad range of justifications. The communi-
cative rationales offered by protest actors refer to different material and immaterial 
dimensions, emotions such as fear and anger, impending economic losses and social 
dynamics within a changing society. Most of the selected media articles include 
quotes about the fear of citizens and their anger over proposed accommodation 
centers, making the subject of fear a substantive element of mobilization against 
reception centers. The three most frequent nominal justifications are “too many per-
sons for the community”, the “lack of involvement of the municipality in the 
decision- making processes”, and the facility being “inappropriate” for this 
purpose.

After having counted and identified justifications, we then deduced three major, 
partly complementing frames, which we denoted as democracy frame, distribution 
frame and belonging frame. The democracy frame consists of arguments regarding 
local disempowerment and frustration about the distribution of decision-making 
power, referring to the lack of involvement and competences of municipalities in 
this policy field. The distribution frame pertains to perceived economic losses and 
seemingly limited municipal material resources in apprehension of a re-distribution 
of space due to the proposed accommodation center. Finally, the belonging frame is 
constructed on the grounds of different expressions of identities and cultural percep-
tions over the role of homogeneity and multiculturalism, addressing asylum seekers 
as a potential threat to the social and cultural composition of the local community.8

Figure 12.4 illustrates the prevalence of the diagnostic frames applied in protest 
activities by all actor groups. This clearly demonstrates that the belonging frame is 
the most common communicative pattern. Exclusive, racist and hostile arguments 
are delivered by the whole range of actors, by citizens and political representatives 
alike. The frame is composed of rhetorical elements that are directed against asylum 
seekers, in particular against specific categories such as men or Muslims. 
Predominant justifications resemble what Hubbard (2005, 52) analyses as an expres-

8 The three frames comprise the following justifications:

Belonging frame: too many persons; specific groups of refugees (e.g. Muslims, young men); sex-
ual harassment; preferential treatment compared to Austrians; rising criminality; threat to 
social peace.

Distribution frame: the location of the building is inappropriate (for example next to a bus station, 
next to a kindergarten); the building is inappropriate; lack of infrastructure in the 
municipality.

Democracy frame: lack of involvement of the municipality in the decision-making process; non-
transparent information policy; general critique of asylum and reception policies.
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sion of the people’s desire for the “maintenance of white privilege”, creating bound-
aries to protect the community and excluding a certain (marginalized) group of 
people (Yuval-Davis 2011).

The prevalence of the belonging frame is surprising because the institutional 
profile of the protagonists would make us expect to see the democracy frame domi-
nating. All actors rely on cultural justifications circling around the topic of identity, 
which reflects and reproduces dominant national debates on migration and asylum.

Both dominant protest groups, namely mayors and the FPÖ, adopt a certain 
deliberative mobilization pattern in order to challenge national or regional political/
administrative authorities. Within this pattern, “the people” are referenced as a sov-
ereign unified subject, which opposes authorities and decisions from above (Roberts 
2015, 684). Protest is justified with ostensible facts and perspectives, but also with 
negative emotions and moral judgements. However, as we can see, cognitive ele-
ments of the democracy and the belonging frames are outnumbered by emotional 
expressions. Political and economic arguments are therefore primarily used to com-
plement cultural and identity-based evocations, so that asylum-center protest shows 
various features of populist politics. According to Cas Mudde (2007, 23), populist 
ideology “considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogenous and 
antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’.” In the case of anti- 
asylum protest, the opponent is the higher political level, which is deemed to be 
acting against the general will of the local community. In this context, populist 
mobilization is spurred from above, with the mayor as a central figure who articu-
lates “popular interests and […] a shared political project for ‘the people’” (Roberts 
2015, 684). According to Ruth Wodak (2015, 21), demarcation and dissociation 
includes at least two levels, namely boundary-drawing in opposition to political 
elites and to people who are perceived as “the other”:

Right-wing populist movements are based on a specific understanding of the ‘demos/peo-
ple’ […] who defend the man/woman on the street against both ‘those up there’ and ‘the 
Barbarians’ who might take away Austrian […] jobs from Austrian […] workers.

Our research results show that actors adopt frames which are well established 
within Austrian politics and resonate with dominant discourses in the field of 

Distribution
Frame
32%

Democracy
Frame
23%

Belonging
Frame
45%

Fig. 12.4 Distribution of nominal justifications per frame

12 Protest Against the Reception of Asylum Seekers in Austria



262

 asylum. Both dimensions mentioned in Wodak’s work are present. The demarcation 
that is taking place is closely connected to the general negative politicization of 
foreigners and asylum in the context of cultural and religious diversity and identity. 
Politicians adopt national discourses and make use of populist political styles. At 
first glance, protest claims are directed against properties and buildings that are 
intended to accommodate asylum seekers. However, as our interpretative analysis 
suggests, this discourse constructs boundaries that create inclusiveness and exclu-
siveness of certain groups. These boundaries can be spatial and related to a specific 
locality (Antonsich 2010), in our case the accommodation center, but first and fore-
most they exclude (vulnerable) people. Adopted frames are directed against human 
beings, against asylum seekers, and not against buildings.

12.7  Interpreting Protest Emergence and Success

In the previous section, we analyzed how restrictionist protests operate. Along with 
their local and rural character, our inquiry revealed a high involvement of institu-
tional actors, who take action in defense of local and personal interests. In this sec-
tion, we interpret our major findings with the aim of providing answers as to why 
these protests emerge and why they are relatively successful. For that purpose, we 
discuss exogenous institutional and discursive opportunities for the emergence of 
protest and concentrate on endogenous protest factors in order to explain their suc-
cessful outcome.

12.7.1  Emergence of Protest

To understand the contestation of accommodation centers, both short- and long- 
term developments need to be taken into consideration. Current events, such as the 
increasing refugee immigration in the period under examination, contribute highly 
to the overwhelmingly negative politicization of asylum and the reception of asylum 
seekers, not least due to extensive media coverage and strong public attention. Aside 
from these recent developments, of course, long-term institutional and discursive 
opportunities have a significant influence on the emergence of protest. Together, 
these aspects create an environment that nurtures protest activities against new 
facilities.

As discussed in the sub-chapter on contextual determinants, we considered two 
aspects to be influencing asylum-center protest: the gap in decision-making proce-
dures in the field of asylum and reception policies (1) and the long history of anti- 
migrant mobilization in Austria (2).

 (1) Municipalities face a disparity between their involvement in decision-making 
processes and practical implementation as well as integration tasks. Under 
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 certain conditions, this gap may open up room for grievances and political 
opposition. Our data proves this assumption and reveals that institutional actors 
from the sub-national level express resistance against decisions of the upper 
levels. Mayors play an especially important role in organizing collective action 
against accommodation centers. As they feel left out, local politicians have a 
strong incentive to speak up against actors on the national level, claiming their 
involvement in consideration of local interests and sentiments.

 (2) This institutional dimension of protest is supplemented by symbolic practices 
and discourses in the field. In Austria, asylum-center protest takes place within 
a highly politicized context due to the intensive, nationalistic discourse on refu-
gee immigration. The history of a strong anti-migrant mobilization provides a 
very fertile ground for individuals to feel personally affected and threatened by 
demographic and cultural transitions in their immediate surroundings. 
Respective framing strategies show that anti-elite elements (the sense of betrayal 
by national political decision-makers) are intertwined with hostility against 
asylum seekers, refugees and foreigners. Migration is presented and perceived 
as an “internal challenge” (Cinalli 2016, 87) and serves as a motive for mobili-
zation to protect the local community. As Mudde (2007, 223) puts it, people 
want “to hold on to what they have in the face of […] perceived threats.” The 
generalized, sometimes diffuse and abstract national discourse about the dan-
gers and threats of immigration materializes in the space of local communities 
due to the proposed opening of an accommodation center. In this moment, the 
sense of insecurity and the fear about social and cultural change suddenly 
becomes very concrete. National political debates and topics turn into personal 
experiences and concerns.

The gap in decision-making procedures and the politicization of the issue–
enforced by the recent increase in asylum applications–work as strong incentives to 
initiate protest activities. Moreover, these factors are accompanied by strong anti- 
migration emotions on the individual level as additional drivers for mobilization. 
Citizens mobilize politicians with their grievances, fears and angers. Local politi-
cians take up these concerns and position themselves against decision-makers at 
higher levels, acting as immediate representatives of the community and articulating 
interests publicly. Due to their position, mayors have a strong political interest in 
representing the claims of their electorate.

In the course of protest, a specific view of the local as a victim of national politics 
is developed (Caiani and Borri 2016, 75; della Porta 2016, 43). This serves as a 
justification for the active engagement of institutional actors, since they are standing 
up in the interest of the local population. Simultaneously, it is the support of institu-
tional actors that reduces the individual costs of citizens in getting actively involved 
and which contributes to the legitimization of protest against the establishment of 
accommodation centers. This depicts a mobilization pattern, with citizens and local 
politicians forming a cycle and influencing each other to get active.
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12.7.2  Successful Protest Outcomes

To understand the high rate of success of asylum-center protest, endogenous factors 
are relevant. In particular, two aspects of the protest contribute to the outcome: the 
institutional protest profile and the clear-cut implementation claim.

In the course of protest activities, new networks have emerged, consisting of citi-
zens and politicians of the local level. Asylum-center protest does not follow a com-
mon “movement versus politics” relationship (Hutter 2014, 339), since the 
interaction between political actors is a more complex system. Or, as Goldstone 
(2003, 2) stated, “there is only a fuzzy and permeable boundary between institution-
alized and non-institutionalized politics.” In the case of protest against the establish-
ment of accommodation centers, the network between citizens and institutional 
actors as well as the relations between different state actors are decisive for the 
protest outcome. It is the resources of institutional actors, in the first place direct 
access to decision-makers, that contribute highly to the success of protest 
activities.

In this network, mayors perform the role of “protest brokers” (Tarrow 1977) and 
of “political entrepreneurs” (Caiani and Borri 2016, 77). They play an intermediary 
and resourceful role, lending citizens their voice and providing their social and 
organizational infrastructure. Due to their position in the political system, they are 
able to “foster key […] interactions across the public and the policy domain” 
(Cinalli 2016, 94). Mayors are more likely to attract public attention as they have 
direct access to political networks and decision-makers resulting from personal, 
partisan and institutional ties. The proposed compensation of “democratic deficits” 
(ibid, 95) serves as a legitimization outside the local community, whereas the inter-
nal strength of the protest derives from the common feeling of marginalization. 
Mayors are the ones who employ strategic repertoires of action, who often intervene 
at the regional level, and who provide ideological justifications.

Especially in protests against the use of (former) army barracks or the creation of 
large initial reception facilities, this actor coalition has even been extended to state gov-
ernors, who have protested side-by-side with mayors and citizens. In these cases, mobi-
lization is bigger, repertoires are more diverse, and protest events are more frequent.

Not to be played down is the scope of the claim as another endogenous factor 
favoring success. It relates to the level of implementation and is therefore very spe-
cific. This is contrary to more general claims for policy reforms which are at the 
center of many social movements. The central claim of asylum-center protest is 
restricted to the local community and does not primarily extend beyond the locality. 
Both actor groups, institutional and non-institutional protagonists, are closely con-
nected to the issue as such (the asylum center), since it is located in their immediate 
living environment.

In addition, we have to consider the power of action itself in creating and recreat-
ing environmental opportunities and organizational structures that favor further 
mobilization (della Porta 2016, 49). Protest often occurs in clusters, traveling from 
one municipality to another, mutually conditioning further mobilization. Together, 
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these protest activities form a picture of local, institutionalized protests that would 
not be able to attract public attention separately, but collectively have the potential 
to put decision-makers under pressure to revise policy proposals.

12.8  Conclusion

Although protests are not unique in the field of migration and asylum, they are cur-
rently occurring at high frequency, spreading from one community to another and 
cultivating considerable public attention in questioning the current admission and 
reception system. The significance of protest as a channel to make claims visible 
and heard is underlined by the fact that one third of all new facilities have so far 
triggered protest activities.

Due to its strong institutional character, we locate this protest movement as a 
movement from above. Strong negative emotions play a crucial role when citizens 
speak up to exert pressure upon decision-makers to take action. Political authorities 
and parties demonstrate alongside citizens and lend protests their institutional voice, 
which is heard and seen in the public. This underlines the importance of (resource-
ful) institutional players in protest activities.

Protest originating from this actor constellation is mainly small-scale and local, 
which points to the fact that protest events are closely connected to the locality 
itself–the accommodation center–and that it is overwhelmingly local politicians 
who mobilize and employ repertoires to target higher political levels.

Adopted frames resemble not only populist rhetorical styles but also reveal social 
and cultural cleavages. The dominance of the belonging frame shows that not only 
negative, but also exclusive, racist and hostile references form the argumentative 
strategy of restrictionist protests. In other words, the language of contestation is 
inflammatory. Restrictionist protest is characterized by its nationalistic and xeno-
phobic nucleus, with its inherent frames resembling those racist attitudes. They are 
intertwined with other discursive elements which point to political and economic 
tensions, but these are just seemingly neutral arguments which serve as an excuse 
for the exclusion of asylum-seekers from the municipal territory.

An important and in the international context rather surprising finding is the rela-
tive absence of physical violence. Applied means can be classified as moderate and 
small-scale, whereas physical violence against buildings and people are the 
 exception. This observation contrasts with the often violent protest actions against 
refugees and asylum shelters in Germany (see Rucht 2018). The different involve-
ment of institutional actors might explain this varying extent of violence.

Moreover, our results give sound empirical evidence for the significance of rising 
cultural tensions over “protecting the rural, preserving whiteness” (Hubbard 2005, 
12). Based on decisions made by federal or provincial authorities, new reception 
centers were to be opened in small municipalities which often had only little 
exchange with asylum seekers and individuals from different ethnic, cultural and 
religious backgrounds. In this way, “the other” would have entered the immediate 
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living environment of hitherto culturally rather homogenous communities. To pre-
vent this, loosely knitted local protest networks took collective action and exerted 
pressure upon governmental authorities to refrain from their proposals.

This regional and mostly rural protest has effects that go far beyond the local 
level, as national policy reforms demonstrate. Single protest events have accumu-
lated to a supra-regional phenomenon which cannot yet be classified as a specific 
asylum-center protest movement, but which, due to cross-fertilization, has multiply-
ing effects that are strong enough to put decision-makers under severe pressure.

The ultimate protest goal is to avoid social and demographic change. The local 
community, both political representatives and civilians, express an interest not to 
change the social composition of the local population. It is exactly this type of gen-
eral claim which makes the protest activities restrictionist in the sense of Schaeffer 
(2014). In other words, the ultimate goal of restrictionist protest activities is the 
prevention of social change and the maintenance of existing social and cultural 
norms which should not be influenced or altered by the presence of asylum seekers.
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