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Introduction: The rise of the radical right in Europe is frequently interpreted through the “modernization losers” framework. This study examines whether this theory explains Vox's electoral breakthrough in the Region of Madrid (RoM).

Methods: Using a comprehensive database combining income variables and electoral results at the census-section level, the analysis estimates vote-transfer matrices through ecological inference to identify the sociodemographic profile of Vox voters in both general and regional elections from 2016 to 2023.

Results: Findings show that Vox's emergence and initial expansion in the RoM were primarily driven by the upper-middle and right-middle classes, contradicting the modernization-losers hypothesis. Only later—after the COVID-19 outbreak and the imposition of mobility restrictions in 2020—did modernization losers begin to join its electorate.

Discussion: Although the study focuses mainly on electoral supply, it also incorporates demand-side dynamics. The interaction between these dimensions, together with contextual conditions, helps explain the evolution of Vox's support over time. Moreover, this support is strongly conditioned by the characteristics and discourse of the competing candidate from the traditional right.

Keywords
radical right, extreme right, ecological inference, voter transitions, elections


1 Introduction

Despite the lack of a general consensus on whether far-right parties should be referred to as extreme-right (Ignazi, 2003), radical-right (Mudde, 2010), or populist-right parties (Fennema, 2005), the rise of far-right voting across Western democracies in the 21st century has generated a substantial body of scientific literature.

Acha Ugarte (1997) develops a theoretical framework for their analysis. (Arzheimer 2018) focuses on understanding their popularity. (Delle Donne 2022) examines the threat they pose to liberal democracy. (Goodwin 2007) emphasizes their fascist roots. (Mudde 2007) investigates their rise in Europe, as well as their normalization during the so-called fourth wave (Mudde, 2019). (Ziller and Schübel 2015) explore how political corruption and levels of political trust impact on their rise. (Akkerman et al. 2017) note that in the Netherlands the primary motivations of their voters are cultural and identity-based. (Mayer 2015) identifies the closing of the gender gap among voters of the Front National (FN) in France. (Neiwert 2017) examines how white supremacy, American militarism, and other elements of traditional American identity emerge as explanatory factors for the success of the radical right in US elections.

Complementing these macro-level analyses, a growing strand of the literature has adopted a local perspective. Recent cross-national research shows that the effect of local context on support for the populist radical right (PRR) operates through mediated and moderated relationships (Arzheimer et al., 2024). A territorial synthesis defines “left-behind places” and explains why long-term local disadvantage matters for political outcomes (Fiorentino et al., 2024). Urban political geography further illustrates how specific city configurations—for instance, municipal housing in “Red Vienna”—relate to the rise of the populist right (Essletzbichler and Forcher, 2022). Furthermore, from a psychosocial and informational standpoint, loneliness (Floyd, 2017; Langenkamp and Stepanova, 2024)—distinct from social isolation and linked to political attitudes—and the contextual prevalence of single-person households (Iglesias-Pascual et al., 2025) have been related to political preferences and electoral behavior, while the local information environment—via newspaper reporting—has been associated with support for the radical right (Jambrina-Canseco, 2023). In the Spanish case, these perspectives call for attention to territorial trajectories and local media narratives alongside identity-based and economic explanations.

Initially, the growth of far-right parties in Spain was considered an unlikely scenario (Alonso and Rovira Kaltwasser, 2014; Turnbull-Dugarte et al., 2020). However, since the Catalan political crisis of 2017, known as “el procés independentista,” the Spanish political system has undergone significant change. Following this turning point, a new radical far-right formation has emerged in Spain. This political force, named Vox, has been steadily gaining support. Currently, Vox has sufficient influence to shape the formation and dynamics of some local and regional governments, even without directly assuming governing responsibilities.

A significant proportion of the scientific literature on the Spanish case has explored the relationship between el procés and the emergence of Vox (García Lupato et al., 2020; Simón, 2020; Turnbull-Dugarte et al., 2020; Vampa, 2020); while other studies examine the link between economic income and voting for Vox (Rama et al., 2021a; Sánchez-García and Llamazares, 2025), suggesting that dissatisfaction and economic insecurity stemming from globalization drive certain voters to support Vox as a form of protest or a search for solutions to their perceived problems (Arzheimer and Carter, 2006; Inglehart and Norris, 2017). Recently, (Marcos-Marne et al. 2024) have argued that Vox's success and rhetoric is rooted in traditional and nationalist aspects, with populism playing a complementary role. This aligns with the results reported in (Iglesias-Pascual et al. 2021) and (Iglesias-Pascual et al. 2022), which also challenge the traditional explanations proposed for other European countries that associate foreign immigration with the rise of support for far-right parties.

In this research, we explore the profile of Vox voters from a fresh perspective. This study aims to expand the existing literature by analyzing the evolution of electoral behavior using vote transfer matrices, obtained through ecological inference. This study identifies the characteristics of Vox voters focusing on their previous voting behavior and income levels, employing the most advanced techniques of ecological inference (Pavía and Romero, 2024) within the context of the Community of Madrid (Region of Madrid, RoM). Constrained to this electoral market, our first hypothesis (H1) is that Vox voters are mainly former PP and Ciudadanos (Cs) voters; our second hypothesis (H2) is that the probability of voting for Vox grows with income. This study investigates the relationship between contextual wealth and voting, using the variable average per capita income at the census tract level. This research answers questions such as: Do Vox voters primarily come from the traditional Popular Party's (PP) electorate? Do far right voters predominantly come from socioeconomically disadvantaged classes?

The central premise of this research is that Vox, as a reactionary right-wing party, operates as a challenger party, successfully attracting voters by introducing new issues that set it apart from traditional parties (De Vries and Hobolt, 2020; Kollberg, 2024). The main dependent variable is the origin of votes for Vox, which we analyze by examining which candidates its voters supported in previous elections, and their income levels. Examining both these variables will help us understand the growth of the radical right in RoM, from both demand and supply perspectives (Mols and Jetten, 2020), “recognizing the inherent interaction between supply-side and demand-side factors” (Golder, 2016).

We focus on the Region of Madrid (RoM), one of Vox's key electoral strongholds (see Section 4), where the right-wing bloc has maintained uninterrupted power since 1995, supported by Vox during the 2019–2023 period. The choice of this region is justified by its political, economic, and social relevance, serving as the epicenter of liberal democracy and a national benchmark in these domains. Madrid is home to Spain's capital, hosting the main state institutions of the executive, legislative, and judicial branches of power. In addition to its political importance, Madrid stands out economically, leading the regional ranking for contribution to the national GDP since 2020, rising from 17.7% in 2020 to 19.4% in 2023 (CaixaBank, 2024). The region is home to 39% of the multinational companies operating in Spain and is the third-largest in population, with approximately 7 million people, making it one of the most densely populated and demographically diverse regions of Spain.

Our study period spans from 2016 to 2023, with 2016 as reference year. Note that Vox is a relatively young party, debuting in the 2014 European elections. We analyze the evolution of its support based on voter profiles in the 2019 (April and November) and 2023 general elections, as well as the regional elections of May 2019, 2021, and 2023, always using 2016 as the reference year. The study period is divided into three stages to facilitate analysis. The first stage begins with the 2016 general elections and ends with the April 2019 general elections and the regional elections in spring 2019. The second stage concerns the November 2019 general elections, which were a repeat of the April elections of the same year due to the inability of political parties to form a government. The third stage begins in the post-COVID period with the regional elections of May 2021 and ends with the general elections of July 2023.

A key contribution of this study lies in its alternative methodological approach. While research on electoral change has traditionally relied on individual-level surveys (e.g., Mayer, 2015; Martín-Cubas et al., 2018; Milosav et al., 2025), statistical modeling (e.g., Akkerman et al., 2017; Vampa, 2020; Iglesias-Pascual et al., 2021), or qualitative analysis (e.g., Rodríguez-Pose, 2020; Schwörer and Fernández-García, 2022; Fiorentino et al., 2024), this study relies on ecological inference—a statistical technique aimed at inferring the unobserved behavior of individuals from observed aggregate data (King, 1997)

Although not without limitations, the ecological inference framework adopted here provides both a distinct analytical perspective and a means to infer individual-level voter transitions within small areas from aggregate electoral data, yielding internally consistent estimates across the entire electorate and over time. The main advantage of estimating voter transitions is that it enables the identification of specific flows of support between parties across elections, rather than merely capturing aggregate changes in vote shares, whereas the use of small geographical units (census tracts) substantially reduces the risk of ecological fallacy. Altogether, this approach allows for a more fine-grained understanding of electoral dynamics than alternative (non-survey) approaches—such as aggregate trend analyses or ecological-based (spatial) regression models—can offer.

The rest of the paper begins with a brief analysis of Vox within the radical right, exploring its ideological character and providing a historical overview of the radical right in Spain. Next, the methodology and research design are outlined. Subsequently, empirical data are examined to confirm or refute the proposed hypotheses. Finally, the conclusions summarize the findings and explore their broader implications.



2 A theoretical approach: Vox, a challenger party of the radical right in Spain

Vox is a relatively young party, making its debut in the 2014 European elections with 1.57% of the valid vote. Its first participation in general elections was in 2015, where it secured just 0.23% of the votes. Its breakthrough came in the 2018 Andalusian regional elections (the first elections held in Spain following the start of the procés). After these elections, the far right (Vox) became an established political actor in the Spanish party system, in contrast to other European democracies, where the far right gained prominence much earlier (Arzheimer, 2009; Mudde, 2013; Norris, 2005).

Vox not only entered the Andalusian Parliament but also played a pivotal role in forming the first center-right government of the region, between PP and Cs, after nearly 40 years of PSOE rule. This established Vox as a political force capable of shifting governments from left to right, earning national prominence. In fact, in the 2019 and 2021 regional elections in Madrid, PP retained power with Vox's support. To understand voter flows toward Vox, it is essential to contextualize the party and its evolution as a challenger party of the radical right.


2.1 Vox, a challenger party

The theory of challenger parties refers to those parties that have not had the opportunity to control policies or govern, in contrast to dominant parties, which have governing experience and influence over policy implementation (De Vries and Hobolt, 2020). This unique dynamic allows challenger parties to be innovative and boldly challenge dominant parties with new political agendas, while the latter focus on maintaining their position. Being outside government and with little to lose, challenger parties are strongly incentivized to introduce innovations and highlight new issues within the party system.

A challenger party implements a strategy of “issue entrepreneurship,” mobilizing conflict in a new dimension of issues to reshape the basis on which voters make political decisions, thereby potentially improving its electoral prospects (De Vries and Hobolt, 2020). A challenger party is not defined by its ideology; it can belong to the far right/radical right (Fratelli d'Italia, FdI), far left/radical left (Podemos in Spain), or even be liberal, such as La République en Marche in France. This category is based on whether a party has previously held political office. The focus is not on the party family but on issue entrepreneurship. These parties introduce new issues previously ignored by traditional parties, attracting new voters by offering innovative responses to their demands and reshaping the political identification map. They engage directly with citizens, addressing their needs with innovative approaches grounded in “original ideological references and political visions distant” from traditional parties, along with an “Internet-prone internal structure and way of functioning” in the digital era (Ignazi, 2021).

The challenger party appeal lies in rejecting the societal model championed by traditional dominant parties, presenting an alternative (De Vries and Hobolt, 2012). These proposals attract protest votes, which, depending on their basis—economic issues, minority rights, etc.—can come from traditional right-wing or left-wing voters. In summary, challenger parties introduce new issues that become new dimensions within the political system, leading a shift in electoral preferences and power structures. This study considers Vox a successful radical-right challenger party. For instance, it transforms the Catalan identity crisis into a broader Spanish identity crisis. Vox innovates by introducing the political dimension of Spanish identity into the party system, arguing that it is “at risk,” and positioning itself as the sole defender of Spain's unity and its traditional values.



2.2 Vox, a radical-right party

Within the framework of the far right, numerous political groups have emerged that challenge the core principles of liberal democracy, including minority rights and gender equality. Despite this, they engage with the democratic system by participating in elections to gain governmental power. (Mudde 2007) classifies far-right parties into two major families: radical and extreme right. A terminology commonly used in contemporary scientific literature (Arzheimer, 2018; Ferreira, 2019; Ziller and Schübel, 2015). For (Goodwin 2007), the key difference between the two strands of the far right is the traditional extreme right's opposition to the fundamental principle of popular sovereignty. The extreme right rejects the pillars of liberal democracy and criticizes the radical right for accepting the establishment and taking public office. It fights against democracy by any means, including violence (Acha Ugarte, 1997). According to (Mudde 2007), the correct term for the radical right is populist radical right due to its nativism, authoritarianism, and populism.

Nativism is defined as a combination of nationalism and xenophobia, advocating that the state should serve the native population, considering anything non-native (people, culture, language, etc.) as a threat to a homogeneous nation-state. For example, Vox views immigration as a threat, much like FdI in Italy or Chega in Portugal. Authoritarianism is understood in terms of order, interpreting most problems as issues of disorder that can be solved by resorting to authority to punish any infractions. For example, Vox has always advocated for a more authoritarian state response to the Catalan crisis, rejecting any form of political dialogue. As for populism, it is seen as a worldview that divides society into two antagonistic and homogeneous groups: the pure people and the corrupt elites who marginalize the people. The populist party positions itself as the voice of the people against this elite. For example, Vox presents itself as the voice of the Spanish people against elites who, according to them, do not adequately defend Spain's interests. A concrete example of this narrative is Vox's stance on the Catalan crisis. Vox argues that traditional parties, PP and PSOE, have been too accommodating toward Catalan separatists, accusing them of having “betrayed” Spain. Consequently, Vox presents itself as the only party that truly defends Spanish traditions and its territorial integrity.




3 Methods and data

Understanding voter transitions is crucial to unraveling the complexities of electoral behavior and its implications. Analyzing how and why voters switch between parties or candidates not only reveals current preferences but also identifies emerging trends in the political landscape (Abou-Chadi and Stoetzer, 2020; Penadés and Pavía, 2024). Traditionally, surveys have been used to construct global transfer matrices, tracking shifts in voter support across electoral cycles. However, this approach has important limitations: poll data often lack representativeness and exhibit high variance when estimating smaller rows of the transfer matrix (Sandoval and Ojeda, 2023), particularly for new or emerging parties like Vox. Moreover, polls provide insufficient resolution to study transitions at small-unit levels, which are required to account for the influence of the local environment on voters' switching (Arzheimer et al., 2024). In this context, ecological inference emerges as a powerful alternative tool by estimating voter transitions at the census tract level.

Working with small spatial units, such as census tracts, offers several analytical advantages over more aggregated levels like municipalities. First, smaller units tend to be more internally homogeneous in their demographic and socioeconomic composition (Mazorra Rodríguez, 2024), reducing the risk of aggregation bias and allowing for a more precise identification of behavioral patterns (Gnaldi et al., 2018). Second, they enable the detection of local heterogeneities and contextual effects that would otherwise be blurred at higher levels of aggregation. Third, using finer spatial units improves the accuracy of ecological inference estimates (Pavía and Romero, 2023), as the assumptions underlying these models—such as internal homogeneity—are more likely to hold. Finally, census tracts provide a closer approximation to the environments in which voters interact and make decisions, facilitating a better understanding of how local contexts shape electoral behavior.


3.1 Ecological inference

Ecological inference (EI) uses aggregated group-level data to infer individual electoral behavior patterns. EI provides a practical alternative to survey-based approaches, although it also faces some challenges, primarily the risk of ecological fallacy (Robinson, 1950). Ecological fallacy is especially pronounced in heterogeneous populations with respect to political preferences, socioeconomic status, or other characteristics. Nevertheless, these limitations can be mitigated by focusing on small, politically homogeneous areas, where within-unit variation is reduced (Forcina and Pavía, 2025). In such contexts, group-level statistics better approximate individual behavior, increasing the reliability of EI estimates and reducing bias due to internal heterogeneity. Using census tracts as the unit of analysis, therefore, contributes to minimizing the risk of ecological fallacy, as it allows for finer spatial granularity and greater internal homogeneity within units.

Building on this approach, we study the rise of Vox using a recently developed ecological inference algorithm, rslphom, included in the R-package lphom (Pavía and Romero, 2024). This algorithm is specifically designed to maximize the accuracy of unit-level (census tract) transfer matrix estimates. Unlike conventional top-down approaches, the rslphom bottom-up method mitigates the effects of unit-level data inaccuracies and heterogeneities, resulting in more accurate and consistent estimates for both specific areas and the entire electoral space. This is a particularly relevant issue in a region like Madrid, which has a high presence of immigrant population, diverse both in terms of nationality and income levels, and very unevenly distributed across the territory.

Furthermore, compared to traditional ecological regression—widely criticized for its high error rates (Freedman et al., 1991)—rslphom achieves error levels below 8% in vote transfer studies, substantially improving on the over 25% errors typical of standard ecological regression. By focusing on small, homogeneous areas and applying this algorithm, we obtain robust estimates of voter transitions that reveal the origins of Vox support by analyzing composition matrices.

When analyzing changes in voter support, researchers often utilize two primary tools: transition probability matrices (which represent the likelihood of voters switching their support between parties across elections) and composition matrices (which show a party's ability to attract voters from various origins). Each serves a distinct purpose and provides unique insights. In this paper, we focus on analyzing composition (or origin) matrices at small-areas and by income groups.



3.2 Data

To estimate voter transitions by income level from the 2016 general elections in RoM (where Vox gained 0.49% of the votes) to the 2019 April (13.95%) and November (18.49%) and 2023 (14.14%) general elections, and the May 2019 (8.88%), 2021 (9.13%), and 2023 (7.35%) regional elections, we utilize official electoral outcome records at the census tract level from the Spanish Electoral Archive (SEA) database (Pérez et al., 2021). The SEA database provides harmonized official results for all elections held in Spain, compiled from the Ministry of the Interior and the various regional authorities, offering disaggregated information ranging from the census tract to the national/regional level, including turnout figures and vote counts for each political party.

These data are combined with average per capita income statistics at the census tract level, obtained from the Spanish Atlas of Household Income Distribution, which is freely available on the INE (official Spanish statistical office) website (INE, 2023). Census tracts, the smallest spatial unit for both population and electoral statistics in Spain, serve as administrative and electoral divisions. They are generally designed to include up to around 1,500 eligible voters in general elections, although the total number of residents can be considerably higher in areas with a large foreign population without voting rights, and considerably smaller in sparsely populated rural areas.

The inferential process begins by aligning census tracts across different time points (Pavía and López-Quílez, 2013; Pavía and Cantarino, 2017). We then apply the rslphom function with default settings, using the 2016 election results as the origin and subsequent election results as the destination. This procedure provides estimates of the origin of Vox votes in each census tract for the target elections, with 2016 serving as the baseline. Finally, census tracts are grouped into four income categories based on average per capita net income, measured in euros, in four groups using as limits < 10, 000, (10, 000, 15, 000), (15, 000 − 25, 000) and >25, 000, and transfer matrices constructed by group.

This approach is particularly well suited to the present study, given the completeness and territorial granularity of official electoral data, and provides a coherent means of quantifying aggregate voting changes by income group that would otherwise remain inaccessible. Nonetheless, its results must be interpreted with caution, as all ecological approaches depend on the quality of the aggregation units and the plausibility of the homogeneity assumptions within them.




4 A brief background

The main electoral results achieved by Vox as a radical-right challenger party are presented in this section, with a primary focus on RoM. While all subsequent statistical analyses are conducted at the census tract level, this section includes comparisons with broader territorial scales—such as other autonomous communities and the national level—to better contextualize and situate Vox's electoral patterns in RoM within the wider political landscape. The case of Andalusia is specifically examined because it was the first region where Vox obtained seats in an autonomous parliament; a milestone that marked the party's institutional breakthrough and serves as a relevant historical benchmark for understanding its later expansion in Madrid and across Spain.

Table 1 provides a historical summary of the percentages of valid votes obtained in selected elections by the main Spanish national parties that secured parliamentary representation in the Spanish Assembly (Cs, MM, Podemos, PP, PSOE, Sumar, UPyD, and Vox) from 2014 to 2023. This allows for a quick overview of Vox's rise from the margins of the political system to its position as the third political force. Note also the different levels of support Vox has gained in Spain as a whole (see Table 1) and in RoM (see Section 3.2) in national elections.

TABLE 1 Summary of electoral results (in percentage of valid votes) recorded in selected elections held in Spain from 2014 to 2023 for relevant parties in RoM.			Political parties
	Year	Election	Vox	PP	PSOE	Cs	Podemos	UPyD	MM
	2014	European	1.57	26.09	23.01	3.16	7.98	6.51	
	2015	General	0.23	28.71	22.00	13.94	12.69	0.62	Más Madrid
 		Andalusia	0.20	29.10	31.53	13.77	6.86	1.93	has not
 		RoM	1.19	33.45	25.71	12.29	18.84	2.06	been
	2016	General	0.20	33.01	22.63	13.06	13.42	0.21	created
	2018	Andalusia	10.97	20.75	27.95	18.27	16.18	0.18	yet
	2019	General–April	10.26	16.69	28.67	15.86	11.06		
 		RoM	8.88	22.23	27.31	19.46	5.60	UPyD	14.69
 		General–November	15.08	20.81	28.00	6.80	9.82	does not	1.36
	2021	RoM	9.13	44.73	16.85	3.57	7.21	exist any	16.97
	2022	Andalusia	13.46	43.13	24.09	3.29	4.58	more	–
	2023	RoM	7.35	47.32	18.18	1.57	4.76		18.36
 		General	12.38	21.78	20.87	–	–		12.33

Source: Own elaboration using data from the Spanish Electoral Archive (SEA) database (Pérez et al., 2021). The figures corresponding to 2014, 2015-General, 2019-General, and 2023-General refer to the entire country, whereas the remaining figures refer to either Andalusia or the Region of Madrid. In 2023 General elections, Cs did not compete and Podemos and MM competed as part of the Sumar coalition.


Table 1 reveals a significant evolution in the percentage of valid votes secured by Vox over the years. In the 2014 European elections, Vox barely reached 1.57% of the valid votes, while traditional parties such as PP and PSOE dominated with 26.09 and 23.01%, respectively. However, in the 2018 Andalusian regional elections, Vox saw a notable surge, achieving 10.97% of the votes. Vox's growth continued in the April 2019 general elections, where it secured 10.26% of the votes. In Madrid regional elections later that year, it achieved 8.88%, establishing itself as a significant force in the region. By the November 2019 general elections, Vox's support rose to 15.08%. In subsequent regional elections, it maintained notable support: 9.13% in Madrid (2021), 13.46% in Andalusia (2022), and 7.35% in Madrid (2023), where PP led with 47.32%.

There is clearly an upward trend in support for Vox, indicating growing acceptance of its political platform. We analyze the ideological and economic origins of Vox's electorate by combining electoral data with ecological inference techniques, following the political approach of (Mols and Jetten 2020). While our focus is on the electoral supply, we also consider demand-side factors. The interaction between these factors, along with contextual influences, helps explain Vox's electoral growth which, as we will see, evolves throughout the study period.



5 From national elections in 2016 to national elections in April 2019


5.1 Ideological origin

According to Table 2, in the April 2019 general and regional elections, around 70% of Vox voters were former PP supporters. The PP origin of Vox's votes can be explained by various contextual factors that shape the political offer represented by Vox. First, Vox emerged as a splinter party from PP. It was founded by former PP politicians such as Aleix Vidal-Quadras and Santiago Abascal, who opposed the party's counterterrorism policies and its rapprochement with Basque and Catalan nationalists under the government of Mariano Rajoy. As a result, Vox attracts both former PP politicians and voters.

TABLE 2 Origin (previous vote in the 2016 general elections) of Vox's voters in RoM in elections from 2019 to 2023.	Party voted	National	Regional	National	Regional	Regional	National
	In the 2016	April 2019	May 2019	Nov. 2019	May 2021	May 2023	July 2023
	elections	(Turnout: 75.45%)	(Turnout: 64.27%)	(Turnout: 70.58%)	(Turnout: 71.74%)	(Turnout: 65.50%)	(Turnout: 74.50%)
 	(Turnout: 70.83%)	Votes	%	Votes	%	Votes	%	Votes	%	Votes	%	Votes	%
	PP	362,594	69.67	202,171	70.28	332,675	50.91	153,278	46.36	94,242	37.94	232,374	46.48
	Cs	54,561	10.48	43,047	14.96	169,005	25.86	43,336	13.11	5,0699	20.41	118,100	23.62
	Vox	6,091	1.17	5,827	2.03	4,606	0.70	7,035	2.13	5,519	2.22	5,801	1.16
	PSOE	1,915	0.37	2,511	0.87	9,784	1.50	14,870	4.50	18,246	7.35	9,956	1.99
	Podemos	4,189	0.80	4,654	1.62	17,627	2.70	11,093	3.35	14,571	5.87	13,057	2.61
	Others	8,275	1.58	6,387	2.22	21,807	3.34	15,865	4.80	13,639	5.49	15,735	3.15
	Abstainers	49,550	9.52	6,095	2.12	56,935	8.71	61,185	18.50	30,513	12.28	61,264	12.25
	New voters	33,277	6.39	16,976	5.90	41,036	6.28	23,997	7.26	20,951	8.44	43,625	8.73
	Total	524,176	13.95	287,667	8.88	653,476	18.49	330,660	9.13	248,379	7.35	499,912	10.65

Source: Own elaboration using election results and income statistics from RoM at the census tract level. Election results are taken from the Spanish. Electoral Archive (SEA) database (Pérez et al., 2021), and income figures from the INE's Household Income Distribution Atlas (INE, 2023). The percentages in the last row correspond to the share of valid votes gained by Vox in each election. A more detailed partition of “Others” can be found in Supplementary Table S1.


Second, PP contested the April 2019 general elections following the May 2018 ruling by the Audiencia Nacional, which found the party guilty of involvement in the Gürtel corruption network. In this context, Vox, a new party with no prior governing experience, positioned itself as a guarantor of “the integrity of political leaders” (Vox, 2014). This appeal benefited Vox among conservative voters disillusioned with PP over corruption and set it apart from traditional parties.

Third, PP entered the April 2019 general elections with a new leader, Pablo Casado, who took over after Mariano Rajoy resigned. Rajoy's resignation followed PP's loss of a no-confidence motion by PSOE in 2018, prompted by the Audiencia Nacional's corruption conviction. Upon assuming leadership, Casado adopted a discourse aligned with the radical right to attract voters and unify the conservative electorate.

As a challenger party, Vox introduced new issues into the political system, forcing traditional parties to take a stance or adopt its position, thereby reshaping political competition (De Vries and Hobolt, 2012). Indeed, Vox's entry into the Spanish parliament in 2019 split the right vote among three parties—Cs, PP, and Vox—whereas in 2016, it was divided between only two, Cs and PP (Table 2). Indeed, among Vox supporters are former Cs voters, with just over 10% of Vox supporters in April 2019 coming from Cs. This voter shift from Cs to Vox must be understood within the context of the Catalan crisis, which has loomed over Spanish politics since 2017. Like Vox, Cs entered the Spanish political system as a challenger party, introducing the debate on Catalan identity with a discourse centered on defending Spain's unity within a constitutionalist framework and advocating for political renewal, echoing the Spanish crisis of 1898.

However, the flow of votes from Cs to Vox in the April 2019 general and regional elections was significantly smaller than the transfer of votes from PP. This is primarily due to Cs anti-Catalanist and regenerationist discourse, which was novel in the Spanish political system and competed not only with PP but also with Vox. While Cs rejects a distinct Catalan cultural identity—an aspect it shares with Vox—it does not advocate dismantling the autonomous community system or define itself as anti-feminist, as Vox does (Roig, 2020).

In this initial stage, Cs actually limited Vox's growth. In these elections, Cs established itself as the main center-right force in Spain and virtually the leading party within the right-wing ideological bloc, although it remained the third-largest party in the Congreso de los Diputados, behind PSOE and PP. PP's shift to the right under its new leadership with Casado at the helm, aiming to attract Vox voters, led to a loss of its more moderate supporters, who turned to Cs (Rama et al., 2021a). In the 2016 national elections, Cs won 32 seats with 13.06% of the vote, while in April 2019, it secured 57 seats with 15.86%, achieving its best electoral result and positioning itself as the third-largest party, close behind PP.

In RoM, Cs increased its support from 17.79% of the vote (six seats) in 2016 to 20.95% (eight seats) in April 2019, surpassing PP, which obtained 18.64% (seven seats), and solidifying its position as the leading force within the right-wing bloc. This electoral success from the center-right gave Cs a crucial role in government formation. In fact, both PP and PSOE required Cs support for the investiture, which ultimately went to PP.

The influence of the main left-wing parties, Podemos and PSOE, on Vox's rise in terms of vote transfers was minimal at this stage. In the spring 2019 general elections, only 0.37% of Vox's electoral base came from former PSOE voters, and 0.8% from former Podemos voters.

Table 2 also sheds light on Vox's ability to attract abstentionist voters. Just under 10% of Vox's 2019 voters were former abstentionists. (Hanna 2009) argues that abstention should not simply be interpreted as a refusal to influence government; rather, it can be a way to attempt to shape the electoral process or attitudes toward it through alternative means, outside the traditional confines of electoral participation.

In terms of new voters (NET_ENTRIES) in 2019, only 6% of the radical right's votes came from this group. Since new voters in census tracts are typically young individuals who have just turned 18 and are casting their ballots for the first time, this suggests that youth support for Vox was relatively low, contrasting with the conclusions of previous studies (Coffé and Voorpotel, 2010). Indeed, an analysis of the transfer matrices reveals that only around 15% of NET_ENTRIES voted for Vox. In any case, as NET_ENTRIES are estimated as net differences between entries and exits at the census tract level, we should not rule out the nuisance effect of residential variations.



5.2 Economic origin

The inclusion of income in the analysis reveals a clear pattern in the April 2019 general elections: the support for Vox increases as income levels rise (see last row in Table 3), with the percentage of Vox voters coming from former PP supporters also increasing as income rises. In contrast, Cs voters become a less significant source of Vox support as income levels increase. Specifically, among the group of voters with the highest average net per capita income (over €25,000), 84.27% of Vox voters in the 2019 elections had voted for PP in the previous general elections, while only 5.17% were former Cs voters, whereas within the medium-high per capita income group (€15,000 to €25,000), over 72% had voted for PP in the 2016 elections and 9.32% had supported Cs. The share of former PP voters within Vox's support is lower among the lower-middle and lower-income populations, reaching 64 and 65%, respectively. In contrast, the relative weight of former Cs voters among Vox voters with lower-middle (12.79%) and lower (12.72%) incomes increases. While the share of former PP voters received by Vox increases with income, the opposite occurs with abstentionists, whose share of the vote decreases as income level rises. Among new voters, the situation follows an inverted U-shape, with their highest relative share occurring in the more numerous middle-income levels. In short, as income rises, Vox gains more support, with a higher relative proportion of former PP voters.

TABLE 3 Origin (previous vote in the 2016 general elections) of Vox's voters in RoM in April 2019 national elections by income group.	Party voted	All	Low	Middle-low	Middle-right	High
	In the 2016	Voters	Income voters	Income voters	Income voters	Income voters
	Elections	(Turnout: 75.45%)	(Turnout: 68.94%)	(Turnout: 78.12%)	(Turnout: 83.88%)	(Turnout: 85.51%)
 	(Turnout: 70.83%)	Votes	%	Votes	%	Votes	%	Votes	%	Votes	%
	PP	362,594	69.67	24,711	64.85	139,372	63.62	144,141	72.28	56,965	84.27
	Cs	54,561	10.48	4,847	12.72	28,015	12.79	18,593	9.32	3,496	5.17
	Vox	6,091	1.17	408	1.07	2,300	1.05	2,436	1.22	990	1.46
	PSOE	1,915	0.37	288	0.76	1,199	0.55	417	0.21	25	0.04
	Podemos	4,189	0.80	959	2.52	2,363	1.08	877	0.44	20	0.03
	Others	8,275	1.58	1,100	0.38	4,667	0.71	2,227	0.67	340	0.14
	Abstainers	49,550	9.52	4,735	12.43	26,446	12.07	16,153	8.10	2,571	3.80
	New voters	33,277	6.39	1,055	2.77	14,708	6.71	14,562	7.30	3,189	4.72
	Total	524,176	13.95	38,103	10.83	219,070	12.88	199,406	14.26	67,596	20.35

Source: Own elaboration using election results and income statistics from RoM at the census tract level. Election results are taken from the Spanish. Electoral Archive (SEA) database (Pérez et al., 2021), and income figures from the INE's Household Income Distribution Atlas (INE, 2023). The percentages in the last row correspond to the party share of valid votes gained by Vox in each group. A more detailed partition of “Others” can be found in Supplementary Table S2.


These data contradict the “modernization losers” theory, which posits that far-right parties gain votes from individuals marginalized by the socioeconomic effects of globalization (Inglehart and Norris, 2017). In this initial phase of the radical right's entry into the Spanish Parliament, no negative relationship is observed between income and far-right support, as seen in the typical European pattern (Arzheimer, 2009). Economic anxiety does not necessarily translate into support for far-right parties. According to the “Wealth Paradox” (Mols and Jetten, 2017), the opposite occurs. Voters from the middle and upper-middle classes tend to be drawn to radical parties, as confirmed by (Fritz 1987) in his study of voters for Hitler's NSDAP.

Following (Mutz 2018), we suggest interpreting the status threat experienced by individuals traditionally of high status in Spain—namely, white, Catholic, high-income, middle-educated, and male voters. These individuals, while not experiencing a decline in their socioeconomic status, fear that it could happen (Engler and Weisstanner, 2021). (Rama et al. 2021b) empirically demonstrate that social status and economic wealth are crucial aspects of Vox voters' identity.

It is important to remember that the April 2019 elections were held under Spain's first potential left-wing coalition government—Podemos and PSOE—since the Second Republic, prior to the 1936 coup that led to the Spanish Civil War. Podemos, situated on the far-left of the ideological spectrum, emerged in the context of the 2009 subprime mortgage crisis that affected Spain, with a populist anti-establishment discourse and a stance against the traditional elites who had governed the country since the onset of the current democracy. Podemos thrived on protest votes against the economic and social management of the 2009 Great Crisis within the left-wing ideological bloc. Podemos's final entry into the Spanish government led by PSOE in 2020—after having supported the PSOE since the 2018 no-confidence motion—created a sense of status threat within the traditional elite, as Podemos identifies this elite as one of the country's main problems, dismissing it as the “caste to combat”.

In the regional elections of May 2019, the same dynamics of electoral behavior according to income level are observed (see Supplementary Table S3). As income increases, support for Vox grows, along with the share of former PP voters within this support, reaching 80.99% among the high-income electorate, compared to 64.85% among the low-income electorate. In contrast, the highest share of Cs voters within Vox's support comes from the lower-middle (17.83%) and low-income (16.30%) groups.

In summary, analysis of the April 2019 general elections reveals that the ideological and economic profile of Vox voters is predominantly made up of former PP voters with higher incomes, with the share of former Cs voters being higher among the middle and lower-middle classes. Analysis of transfer probabilities draws the same conclusions. Indeed, when examining the correlations between income level and the probability of shifting support to Vox based on prior voting behavior, we observe that the transfer of votes from PP increases with income, while the flow of voters from Cs encompasses individuals with diverse income levels more typical of the upper-middle and lower-middle classes. The flow of votes from Podemos to Vox is low, although it is more likely among lower-income voters, showing a negative correlation between income level and support for the radical right. In this sense, it could be described as a class-based vote. However, a negative correlation is observed between the ideological and economic origins of the vote in the May 2019 regional elections, where Vox saw its support decrease from 13.95 to 8.88%. In general, in RoM, support for Vox is significantly higher in the general elections than in the regional elections, possibly due to a leader effect and because PP voters feel more comfortable with the regionally more right-wing policies of PP than with its national policies, leading them to shift their vote to Vox to push PP further to the right.




6 November 2019 national elections


6.1 Ideological origin

In November 2019, general elections were held after the failure to form a government following the April elections. This electoral repetition led to a decline in voter turnout, with abstention rising from 28.24 to 34.00%. Additionally, although PSOE remained the leading party in both elections, it lost electoral support, dropping from 28.67 to 28.00%. In RoM, its share of the vote also declined, from 27.27 to 26.87%. Similarly, electoral support for Podemos decreased from 11.06 to 9.82% nationwide, and from 16.23 to 13.01% in RoM (see Table 1). Overall, the two main parties of the left-wing bloc, PSOE and Podemos, faced electoral setbacks.

In contrast, the right-wing bloc, led by Vox, clearly benefited from the electoral repetition. In RoM, Vox rose from being the fifth-largest political force in April 2019, with 13.86% of valid votes, to the third-largest in November 2019, securing 18.34%. Nationally, the radical right achieved its best result to date, establishing itself as the third-largest party with the potential to act as a kingmaker. While in April 2019, Vox entered the Spanish Parliament with 10.26% of the vote, by November 2019, its electoral support had increased to 15.08%, translating into a gain of 28 seats. PP also experienced a significant improvement in its results. Its electoral base grew from 16.69 to 20.81% nationwide and from 18.64 to 24.91% in RoM. This rise of PP and Vox came at the expense of Cs, which saw its vote share collapse from 15.86 to 6.80% nationwide and from 20.95 to 9.07% in RoM. This marked the beginning of its decline and eventual disappearance. While in April 2019, Cs was the third-largest party with a chance to enter government, by November 2019, it had fallen to fifth place, losing its influence. In RoM, Cs dropped from second to fifth position.

From the perspective of (Mols and Jetten 2020), which emphasizes electoral supply while considering electoral demand factors, Cs failure can be attributed to its inability to prevent the formation of a Spanish government between socialists and communists—PSOE and Podemos, respectively—which is rejected by right-wing voters. Additionally, its strategy of imitating PP in an attempt to replace it led to the loss of its status as a challenger party, benefiting Vox as the only challenger party within this ideological spectrum.

Given this reality, the question arises regarding the origin of Vox's votes in November 2019, particularly whether they came from former PP or Cs voters. Additionally, we examine what happened to PP voters from 2016 who had switched to Vox in April 2019. The data in Table 4 reveal a more diverse composition among Vox voters than in April elections, with over 25% having been former Cs voters in 2016. This figure contrasts with the slightly over 10% of Vox voters in April who had previously supported Cs. The significantly increased transfer of votes from Cs—more than tripling compared to April 2019—reduced the relative weight of former PP voters within Vox's electorate. Similarly, the relative weight of former abstainers and new voters within Vox's electorate declined slightly, despite Vox managing to attract a greater number of them. When comparing the absolute numbers of former PP voters in both elections, it appears that Vox retained nearly all PP voters it had attracted in April 2019.

TABLE 4 Origin (previous vote in the 2016 general elections) of Vox's voters in RoM in November 2019 national elections by income group.	Party voted	All	Low	Middle-low	Middle-right	High
	In the 2016	Voters	Income voters	Income voters	Income voters	Income voters
	elections	(Turnout: 70.58%)	(Turnout: 62.53%)	(Turnout: 72.42%)	(Turnout: 79.31%)	(Turnout: 81.85%)
 	(Turnout: 70.83%)	Votes	%	Votes	%	Votes	%	Votes	%	Votes	%
	PP	332,675	50.91	26,344	50.51	132,601	45.24	129,129	54.31	44,601	63.34
	Cs	169,005	25.86	10,687	20.49	80,433	27.44	60,124	25.29	17,760	25.22
	Vox	4,606	0.70	306	0.59	1,753	0.60	1,744	0.73	803	1.14
	PSOE	9,784	1.50	1,988	3.81	4,628	1.58	2,939	1.24	229	0.33
	Podemos	17,627	2.70	3,969	7.61	8,728	2.98	4,685	1.97	245	0.35
	Others	21,807	4.16	2,633	0.92	11,594	1.77	6,655	2.01	925	0.37
	Abstainers	56,935	8.71	4,668	8.95	33,827	11.54	15,917	6.69	2,523	3.58
	New voters	41,036	6.28	1,561	2.99	19,564	6.67	16,584	6.97	3,327	4.73
	Total	653,476	18.49	52,156	16.26	293,128	18.49	237,777	17.84	70,413	22.00

Source: Own elaboration using election results and income statistics from RoM at the census tract level. Election results are taken from the Spanish. Electoral Archive (SEA) database (Pérez et al., 2021), and income figures from the INE's Household Income Distribution Atlas (INE, 2023). The percentages in the last row correspond to the share of valid votes gained by Vox in each group. A more detailed partition of “Others” can be found in Supplementary Table S4.


Vox also expanded at the expense of other parties. Analysis of the electoral behavior of left-wing voters in relation to Vox's rise highlights a shifting trend in Spanish politics, where ideological blocs had previously functioned almost as sealed groups (Pavía and Aybar, 2020). Vote transfers between blocs became evident, with Vox capitalizing on this shift. In the spring of 2019, former PSOE voters accounted for just 0.37% of Vox's electorate, but by autumn of the same year this share had risen to 1.50%, and this in a context of Vox's overall growth. This trend was even more pronounced among former Podemos voters, increasing its relative weight from 0.80 to 2.70%.

The voting dynamics in the context of the November 2019 elections reflect a complexity that goes beyond mere party loyalty, signaling a shift in the ideological composition of Vox's support. The data suggest that contextual and situational factors—such as the Catalan crisis and the left's inability to form a stable government—played a crucial role in voter realignment, significantly benefiting Vox while harming Cs, Podemos, and PSOE.



6.2 Economic origin

When incorporating income level into the analysis, a somewhat different scenario emerges compared to the initial stage (see Tables 3, 4). Although support for Vox also tends to increase with income, the disparities between income groups in terms of the likelihood of voting for Vox become less pronounced. This is partially consistent with findings from other studies on this election that focus on urban areas. According to (Sánchez-García and Llamazares 2025), metropolitan evidence indicates that Vox's support increased in suburban census tracts experiencing population growth, and that this effect was stronger where local incomes are lower and unemployment higher—that is, in “left-behind” urban areas. Read through this territorial lens, our positive income gradient coexists with a geography in which local decline and sprawl pressures help structure radical-right voting beyond individual resources (Rodríguez-Pose, 2020; Rodríguez-Pose et al., 2023).

In terms of the ideological composition of Vox's electorate by income levels, the data in Table 4 present a pattern similar to that observed for the overall population in Table 2. Nevertheless, while the flow of votes from Cs to Vox rises significantly across all income levels, the highest relative increase occurs among high-income voters. In absolute and distributional terms, however, middle-income groups stand out. The share of former Cs voters in Vox's electorate is larger among lower-middle and upper-middle income groups than among high-income voters. This is particularly notable given that it is precisely in high-income (and upper-middle-income) groups where Vox faces relatively greater challenges in retaining all those PP voters it had attracted in the previous general elections.

Despite this, former PP voters remain the majority among high-income Vox supporters. The key difference in this electoral cycle is that the weight of former PP voters within Vox's high-income electorate follows a downward trend, declining from 84.27% in the spring of 2019 to 63.34% in the autumn general elections. Conversely, the share of former Cs voters within Vox's high-income electorate increases from 5.17 to 25.22%. This pattern indicates a growing presence of right-wing voters—both former PP and Cs supporters—among Vox's high-income base, aligning with the “Wealth Paradox” (Mols and Jetten, 2017).

The analysis of Table 4 also reveals that the increase in former left-wing voters supporting Vox originates primarily from lower-income voters. Among Vox's low-income electorate, former PSOE voters grew from an insignificant 0.76% in the spring general elections to 3.81% in the autumn elections of 2019, while the share of former Podemos voters rose from 2.52 to 7.61%. This suggests that Vox is attracting votes from so-called “modernization losers', who are more affected by the socioeconomic consequences of globalization (Arzheimer and Carter, 2006). However, the novelty in these elections lies in Vox's permeability to Cs voters, who now represent a significant proportion of Vox's electorate.




7 Third stage. From 2021 regional elections to 2023 national elections


7.1 Regional elections in 2021

Until now, the analysis has primarily focused on general elections. In this section, the focus shifts to regional elections. In early 2021, the president of the Madrid regional government, Isabel Díaz Ayuso, dissolved the Madrid Assembly and called elections for May in response to the imminent filing of a motion of no-confidence by her governing partner, Ciudadanos (Cs), and the main opposition party, PSOE. This exceptional context allowed PP to redefine the political landscape at the regional level.

First, it is important to highlight that since the beginning of the COVID-19 crisis, the Madrid PP president opposed the mobility restrictions recommended by the WHO and implemented by the Spanish government to curb infections. In line with the global radical right, Díaz Ayuso championed the cause against economic paralysis, allowing, for example, bars and restaurants to remain open despite the pandemic. This confrontation with the Spanish government gave her significant public visibility, establishing her as the leading voice of PP with a discourse centered on the opposition against restrictions (Schwörer and Fernández-García, 2022). The elections ultimately became a sort of referendum on the management of the pandemic crisis, in which PP secured a resounding victory with 44.73% of the valid vote, achieving an absolute majority.

This electoral success cannot be understood without considering the “candidate effect”. In contrast, Cs, in the midst of an internal crisis, ran with a new and less well-known candidate, Edmundo Bal. As a result, the party lost its parliamentary representation, obtaining only 3.57% of the vote. With a discourse similar to that of Vox, PP's electoral success reduced the weight of former Cs voters within Vox's electorate to 13.11%. Most former Cs voters shifted to PP, whose candidate consolidated the right-wing vote, also reclaiming a significant share of former PP voters. As a consequence, while Vox slightly increased its share of the vote in the regional elections, rising from 8.88 to 9.13%, it remained far from the 15.08% it had achieved in the November 2019 general elections (Table 1). Moreover, it was pushed to the political side-lines of the region, as PP, thanks to its absolute majority, was able to govern alone.

The analysis of Vox's vote by income level reveals both similarities and differences compared to the November 2019 elections. On the one hand, the probability pattern of voting for Vox as a function of income remains similar, albeit with lower numbers due to its weaker electoral performance. On the other hand, the share of former Cs voters declines significantly, while the weight of former PP voters remains stable, and the proportion of former abstainers grows notably, along with a smaller increase in former left-wing bloc voters (see Tables 4, 5). Once again, the rising presence of former Podemos and PSOE voters within Vox's electorate is confirmed, particularly among lower-income groups. In fact, combined, they account for over 23% of Vox's vote in the lowest income interval. These inflows from the lower-income left are compatible with a “left-behind” territorial channel—local economic stagnation and limited prospects shifting votes toward Vox in specific places, not uniformly across social classes (Rodríguez-Pose, 2020; Rodríguez-Pose et al., 2023).

TABLE 5 Origin (previous vote in the 2016 general elections) of Vox's voters in RoM in May 2021 regional elections by income group.	Party voted	All	Low	Middle-low	Middle-right	High
	In the 2016	Voters	Income voters	Income voters	Income voters	Income voters
	elections	(Turnout: 71.74%)	(Turnout: 63.11%)	(Turnout: 73.78%)	(Turnout: 81.40%)	(Turnout: 84.83%)
 	(Turnout: 70.83%)	Votes	%	Votes	%	Votes	%	Votes	%	Votes	%
	PP	153,278	46.36	10,706	38.27	59,710	40.67	59,619	50.25	11,628	62.44
	Cs	43,336	13.11	2,879	10.29	20,741	14.13	14,506	12.23	7,372	14.00
	Vox	7,035	2.13	479	1.71	2,451	1.67	2,804	2.36	984	3.50
	PSOE	14,870	4.50	3,757	13.43	6,761	4.60	3,997	3.37	664	0.95
	Podemos	11,093	3.35	2,792	9.98	5,772	3.93	2,466	2.08	93	0.17
	Others	15,865	4.80	1,911	6.82	8,111	5.52	5,074	4.28	631	2.06
	Abstainers	61,185	18.50	4,789	17.12	32,590	22.20	19,822	16.71	1,009	10.70
	New voters	23,997	7.26	665	2.38	10,690	7.28	10,345	8.72	1,256	6.17
	Total	330,660	9.13	27,978	8.82	146,826	9.15	118,633	8.65	23,637	11.29

Source: Own elaboration using election results and income statistics from RoM at the census tract level. Election results are taken from the Spanish. Electoral Archive (SEA) database (Pérez et al., 2021), and income figures from the INE's Household Income Distribution Atlas (INE, 2023). The percentages in the last row correspond to the share of valid votes gained by Vox in each group. A more detailed partition of “Others” can be found in Supplementary Table S5.


These data reinforce a shift in electoral behavior within the left-wing ideological bloc, contributing to the rise of the radical right with its anti-modernity rhetoric and challenging the class-voting thesis, which posits that the working class primarily supports left-wing political parties (Minkenberg, 2000). Consequently, hypothesis H1 (Vox voters are mainly former PP and Cs voters), which was strongly supported by previous election data, comes into question, particularly among lower-income voters.



7.2 Regional elections in 2023

In the 2023 regional elections, PP once again secured an absolute majority. Its leader, Isabel Díaz Ayuso, who had presided over the regional government since 2019 as an outspoken dissident within the party with significant public visibility, managed to consolidate right-wing support around her figure and further increase electoral backing. PP rose from 44.73% of the vote in the 2021 regional elections to 47.32% in 2023. Meanwhile, Cs continued its electoral decline, dropping to just 1.57%. For the first time, Vox also experienced a loss of electoral support, falling from 9.13 to 7.35% of the vote. These results confirm the realignment of right-wing voting around PP and its leader in RoM. In this context, the proportion of former PP voters within Vox's electoral base declined to 37.94% (see Table 6). The data indicate that voters who had switched from PP to Vox in previous elections are now returning to PP, which, in turn, increases the relative weight of former voters from other parties within Vox's electorate.

TABLE 6 Origin (previous vote in the 2016 general elections) of Vox' voters in RoM in May 2023 regional elections by income group.	Party voted	All	Low	Middle-low	Middle-right	High
	In the 2016	Voters	Income voters	Income voters	Income voters	Income voters
	elections	(Turnout: 65.50%)	(Turnout: 56.53%)	(Turnout: 68.11%)	(Turnout: 75.80%)	(Turnout: 79.05%)
 	(Turnout: 70.83%)	Votes	%	Votes	%	Votes	%	Votes	%	Votes	%
	PP	94,242	37.94	7,490	32.32	37,184	32.46	37,571	43.56	11,997	49.19
	Cs	50,699	20.41	2,550	11.01	23,715	20.70	16,828	19.51	7,606	31.19
	Vox	5,519	2.22	349	1.50	1,915	1.67	2,240	2.60	1,015	4.16
	PSOE	18,246	7.35	3,254	14.04	8,803	7.68	5,504	6.38	685	2.81
	Podemos	14,571	5.87	3,988	17.21	7,135	6.23	3,352	3.89	96	0.39
	Others	13,639	5.49	1,676	7.23	7,209	6.31	4,102	4.75	650	2.67
	Abstainers	30,513	12.28	2,888	12.46	18,075	15.78	8,510	9.86	1,041	4.27
	New voters	20,951	8.44	978	4.22	10,524	9.19	8,153	9.45	1,296	5.31
	Total	248,379	7.35	23,173	7.94	114,560	7.33	86,260	6.48	24,386	7.82

Source: Own elaboration using election results and income statistics from RoM at the census tract level. Election results are taken from the Spanish. Electoral Archive (SEA) database (Pérez et al., 2021), and income figures from the INE's Household Income Distribution Atlas (INE, 2023). The percentages in the last row correspond to the share of valid votes gained by Vox in each group A more detailed partition of “Others” can be found in Supplementary Table S6.


For the first time, the probability of voting for Vox appears to be independent of income level, as the party's vote share remains similar across all income groups (Table 6). However, the trend persists that higher income levels correspond to a greater proportion of former conservative party voters within Vox's electorate and that the share of former left-wing voters within Vox's electoral base continues to grow, particularly among lower-income voters. The near income-independence of Vox voting in 2023 is coherent with place-based explanations: where territorial decline is salient and the spatial context mediates individual income effects (Rodríguez-Pose, 2020; Rodríguez-Pose et al., 2023).

Overall, 7.35% of Vox voters are former PSOE supporters, while 5.67% previously voted for Podemos. These results align with the “modernization losers” theory and reinforce the electoral shift observed in the 2021 regional elections, where the growing presence of former left-wing voters—especially those with lower incomes—within Vox's electorate mirrors trends seen in other European countries, such as the Netherlands (Akkerman et al., 2017). It is worth noting that in these regional elections, Podemos lost electoral support and failed to secure representation in the regional parliament.



7.3 General elections in 2023

The regional elections of May 2023 were held in 10 autonomous communities, not just in Madrid. As a result, PSOE lost control of six regional governments. In this context, Spain's Prime Minister, the socialist Pedro Sánchez, unexpectedly called for early general elections in July 2023. PP entered these elections under a new leader, Alberto Núñez Feijóo, the former president of Galicia (one of Spain's 17 autonomous regions). Meanwhile, Vox had already established itself as a consolidated radical right-wing party with representation at all territorial levels, whereas the two initial challenger parties that emerged from the subprime mortgage crisis, Cs and Podemos, had virtually disappeared. Additionally, the parties to the left of the PSOE ran under the electoral platform Sumar, which later became part of the national government.

From the perspective of parliamentary representation and electoral supply, the analysis focuses on the following parties: PP, PSOE, Sumar, and Vox. PP emerged as the leading political force, securing 21.78% of the vote, improving its November 2019 results by nearly one percentage point. PSOE lost more than 7% of its electoral base, dropping to 20.87%. Vox also experienced a decline, losing nearly three percentage points and obtaining 12.38% of the vote. Meanwhile, Sumar, which included Podemos among its members, secured 12.33% of the vote.

In these elections, despite the decline in the number of votes received by Vox, the relative situation remains similar to that of the November 2019 general elections (see Tables 4, 7). The probability of voting for Vox increases with income level, with former PP and Cs voters being its primary electoral base. Compared to the regional elections, the weight of voters from the left-wing bloc decreases, although it rises slightly compared to the previous general elections. In terms of correlation, higher income is associated with a greater likelihood of switching to Vox from the right-wing bloc and a lower probability of doing so from the left-wing bloc, reflecting both the “wealth paradox” and the “modernization losers” effect.

TABLE 7 Origin (previous vote in the 2016 general elections) of Vox' voters in RoM in July 2023 national elections by income group.	Party voted	All	Low	Middle-low	Middle-right	High
	In the 2016	Voters	Income voters	Income voters	Income voters	Income voters
	elections	(Turnout: 74.50%)	(Turnout: 61.43%)	(Turnout: 71.80%)	(Turnout: 79.03%)	(Turnout: 82.92%)
 	(Turnout: 70.83%)	Votes	%	Votes	%	Votes	%	Votes	%	Votes	%
	PP	232,374	46.48	17,449	43.08	90,930	40.64	90,721	50.44	33,273	59.61
	Cs	118,100	23.62	7,864	19.41	55,192	24.67	41,232	22.92	13,812	24.74
	Vox	5,801	1.16	356	0.88	2,183	0.98	2,235	1.24	1,027	1.84
	PSOE	9,956	1.99	2,315	5.72	4,709	2.10	2,667	1.48	264	0.47
	Podemos	13,057	2.61	3,440	8.49	6,760	3.02	2,791	1.55	67	0.12
	Others	15,735	3.16	1,847	4.56	8,546	3.81	4,651	2.59	694	1.25
	Abstainers	61,264	12.25	5,750	14.20	33,898	15.15	18,506	10.29	3,109	5.57
	New voters	43,625	8.73	1,484	3.66	21,513	9.62	17,054	9.48	3,573	6.40
	Total	499,912	10.65	40,505	8.23	223,731	10.30	179,857	10.94	55,819	14.58

Source: Own elaboration using election results and income statistics from RoM at the census tract level. Election results are taken from the Spanish. Electoral Archive (SEA) database (Pérez et al., 2021), and income figures from the INE's Household Income Distribution Atlas (INE, 2023). The percentages in the last row correspond to the share of valid votes gained by Vox in each group. A more detailed partition of “Others” can be found in Supplementary Table S7.





8 Final remarks

In conclusion, during the first stage, from 2016 to April 2019 elections, Vox experienced a rapid electoral growth, transitioning from political marginality to the core of the political system. This expansion was primarily fuelled by a flow of voters from PP. As a challenger party, Vox capitalized on both the Catalan crisis and the internal crisis within PP at the time to establish itself in the political landscape by introducing new issues.

During the second and third stage, from the November 2019 general elections onward, the gradual disappearance of Cs provided Vox with a new pool of voters, effectively eliminating a direct competitor. The 2021 regional elections, held amid the COVID-19 crisis, allowed Vox to bring its opposition to mobility restrictions to the forefront of the public agenda. However, this narrative was adopted by the charismatic Madrid PP candidate, Isabel Díaz Ayuso, enabling her to secure an absolute majority in the 2021 regional elections, pushing Vox out of the political center in the region. PP successfully consolidated the right-wing vote around her candidacy. The candidate factor is thus crucial in explaining the different electoral dynamics between regional and general elections in RoM. In this context, a shift in Vox's electoral base becomes evident. Gradually, its growth within the right-wing ideological spectrum slows, while its support from the left-wing spectrum increases. Hypothesis H1, which states that Vox's electoral base consists mainly of former Cs and PP voters, therefore comes into question, as former Podemos and PSOE voters increasingly join its ranks.

When introducing the income level variable into the analysis, it becomes evident that the ideological origin of Vox voters is directly related to their income level. However, this relationship varies depending on the ideological background of the voter and the electoral context. Among Vox voters, the higher the income, the greater the proportion of former PP voters. In the case of Cs, two distinct phases can be observed. Initially, former Cs voters within Vox's electorate were concentrated mainly in the middle-income brackets (lower-middle and upper-middle). However, from the 2021 regional elections onward, the proportion of former Cs voters within Vox's electorate increases with income level.

Conversely, the presence of former voters from the left-wing ideological bloc within Vox's electorate gains significance following the first regional elections after the COVID-19 pandemic in 2021. In this case, the proportion of former Podemos and PSOE voters increases as income levels decrease. Consequently, hypothesis H2 (the probability of voting for Vox grows with income) comes into question, as the data indicate that Vox's electoral base includes both low- and lower-middle-income voters. In summary, the growth of the radical right in Spain through Vox cannot be attributed to a single factor. Its growth must be considered within each electoral context and its specific circumstances, acknowledging that Vox is a radical-right challenger party.

Nevertheless, although our conclusions align with those of (Iglesias-Pascual et al. 2021) and (Iglesias-Pascual et al. 2022)—who, using a different methodological approach based on spatial econometric techniques, had already argued that the traditional explanations for the rise of extreme right-wing parties in Europe cannot be directly extrapolated to Spain (and particularly to Andalusia)—our research is not entirely free from limitations. Indeed, although the ecological inference model employed here, rslphom, substantially mitigates bias by estimating voter transitions separately for each census tract, as with any ecological inference method, the validity of the results ultimately depends on the soundness of the underlying assumptions and remains subject to the risk of ecological fallacy.

These limitations, however, do not undermine the robustness of the findings; rather, they delineate the scope within which the results should be interpreted and suggest promising directions for future research. For instance, the strong correlation between income and inequality (measured by the Gini index) across census tracts (0.47, p-value < 0.0001) could suggest—as an alternative to our central interpretation that the higher support for the far right in wealthier census tracts is driven by higher-income residents—that this pattern may instead reflect stronger backing from lower-income segments within those tracts, where locally perceived disparities are more salient. Although this alternative seems less pausible—given that income is also negatively correlated with the share of foreign residents (−0.48, p-value < 0.0001)—its mere possibility opens avenues for further research, particularly by also incorporating explicit measures of inequality alongside income to disentangle their respective effects. Future studies could also benefit from spatial statistical and econometric tools that account for the characteristics of neighboring census tracts, enabling a deeper understanding of whether support for Vox in Madrid is driven by symbolic values or by perceived socioeconomic disadvantage—either locally or in surrounding “left-behind” areas.
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