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Politics in Affordable Housing Provision:
How Partisan Control of Local Councils Influences Planning Choices

Abstract

Investment in publicly subsidized social housing units—designed to ensure long-term access to 

dwellings for households with low and moderate incomes—is a strategy cities around the world 

leverage to increase housing affordability. But the availability of such affordable units varies 

tremendously between cities, even within the same country. To what degree is this variation the 

product of local politics expressed through voter or policymaker preferences?

To answer this question, I examine the inclusion of social housing in major development 

projects planned in hundreds of municipalities across the Paris, France, metropolitan region. 

Through a series of multiple regression analyses, I demonstrate that in cities with left-wing 

councils, shares of social housing units in new projects are an average of 7 to 11 percentage points 

higher than in cities with right-wing or centrist councils, after controlling for the ideologies of 

local residents, preexisting levels of social housing, and community demographics. Though voters’ 

political preferences are closely associated with city-level social housing shares, elected officials’ 

partisan affiliations explain variations in the provision of social housing in newly approved 

projects. I reaffirm these findings by using a series of regression discontinuity tests to examine 

differences between communities with close elections. These results show how the partisan 

affiliations of local leaders affect urban planning choices in their communities.

Keywords: Agglomeration/Urbanisation, Housing, Local Government, Planning, Politics
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Introduction

Access to housing has become a key concern of policymakers due to increasingly expensive 

dwelling costs that inhibit residents from affording comfortable, adequate homes (Wetzstein 

2017). Cities have leveraged a variety of tools to address this issue. Some focus on subsidizing 

residents directly and some emphasize reforms of land-use regulations to encourage private 

investors to build (Aurand 2010; Hansson 2019). Others, particularly in Europe and with the help 

of national government funds, have invested in publicly supported social housing units designed 

to ensure long-term affordability for households with low and moderate incomes (Scanlon et al. 

2014). Yet the availability of affordable units varies tremendously between cities, even within the 

same country (Freemark and Steil 2022). Why do some cities invest more in social housing than 

others?

The scholarship on urban politics has for years emphasized structuralist explanations for how 

cities act, pointing to underlying economic or demographic conditions to explain differences in 

outcomes. Some argue that local governance is depoliticized; cities’ primary goal, according to 

this approach, is pursuing economic growth, often through neoliberal strategies, rather than 

redistribution. This implies that residents’ ideological perspectives, elections, and the partisan 

affiliations of elected leaders produce little policy difference, given local characteristics. Social 

housing investments attract residents with lower incomes and thus likely result in less growth and 

tax revenue—meaning that we might expect that cities would hesitate to build more such units 

than required by national policy, such as a law in France that mandates a minimum level of social 

housing in most cities.

Nonetheless, left-wing political candidates often campaign in favor of social housing, typically 

doing so in opposition to the policy goals of centrist and right-wing candidates. This suggests that 

Page 2 of 33

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/cus  Ruth.Harkin@glasgow.ac.uk

Urban Studies



affordable housing provision could vary based on the ideological views of residents and/or elected 

leaders. To what degree is this variation the product of local politics expressed through voter or 

policymaker preferences? I explore this question in the context of cities in the Paris, France, 

metropolitan region. French cities feature partisan local elections; nonetheless, differences in 

social housing provision between cities whose councils have differing partisan control has not 

previously been quantified.

In this paper, I first show that resident political ideologies, measured in terms of vote shares for 

left-wing candidates in national presential elections, are strongly associated with social housing 

availability citywide. Next, I examine how much social housing has been included in major new 

development projects in localities across the region over the past two decades. Through a series of 

multiple regression analyses, I demonstrate that, on average, cities with councils controlled by left-

wing parties have 7 to 11 percentage point higher project social-housing shares, compared to those 

with councils controlled by centrist or right-wing parties. I reaffirm this finding after controlling 

for resident demographics and preexisting citywide levels of social housing. The link between 

resident ideologies and project social-housing shares disappears, however, after controlling for 

other characteristics. Finally, I use a series of regression discontinuity tests to examine differences 

in project social-housing shares for jurisdictions with closely contested elections. These results 

indicate that cities where left-wing parties took control of councils after tight elections planned 

projects with 13 to 29 percentage-point higher social-housing shares than those cities where 

centrist or right-wing parties barely won.

These findings collectively offer us insight into the importance of the partisan affiliations of 

municipal leaders in making choices about the future of their communities. Which party controls 

a local council is, of course, the result of elections that reflect resident ideological preferences. But 
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in office, elected officials’ choices appear to be more informed by the ideological approach 

represented by their partisan affiliations than by resident political views. The party affiliations of 

local elected leaders are thus relevant to the important urban planning issue of how much publicly 

subsidized affordable housing is added in new projects.

Literature Review

According to a widespread view—repeated by politicians and exemplified by former New York 

Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia’s aphorism that “there is no Democratic or Republican way to pick up 

garbage” (Schleicher 2007: 421)—local governments are largely managerial in nature. Mayors and 

city councilors are rewarded by the voting public for “good governance.” Some, such as Ferreira 

and Gyourko (2009) argue that partisan differences produce no variation in outcomes. This 

perspective suggests that local policy is apolitical, with outcomes resulting not from ideological or 

partisan divergence between residents or those in office but rather from structural explanations 

like the economy and demographics (Phelps and Wood 2011).

Many scholars in the United States argue that cities have no choice but to focus on economic 

development, since residents and private investors have close to free movement and thus cities 

have a disincentive to use policy levers, such as affordable housing investment, to support 

redistribution (Peterson 1981). Molotch (1976) argues that cities thus pursue developmentalist 

regimes; localities focus their budgets on incentives for economic activity (Judd and Swanstrom 

2011). Fischel (2001), meanwhile, suggests that cities are ultimately directed by politically 

powerful “homevoters” who desire low taxes and home-value stability. 

Similar arguments play out in Europe, where scholars again emphasize depoliticization and 

describe the role of broadly held neoliberal ideologies in shaping policy (Brenner 2004). 

Examining local policy in France, Enright (2016) argues that it is leveraged primarily to support 
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capital accumulation. This approach plays out specifically in the context of major urban 

development projects—the focus of this paper—which are, claim Pinson (2009) and Swyngedouw 

et al. (2002), motivated by the goal of increasing economic activity. The implication of this 

argument is that localities have limited ability to pursue (and/or their leaders have limited interest 

in pursuing) redistributive aims though policy that serves people with lower incomes—such as 

investing in affordable housing.

Even so, in France, at least, housing policy is openly discussed in local political campaigns. In 

the 2020 Paris municipal elections, for example, the three major candidates from the left, center, 

and right parties developed platforms explicitly related to housing policy (Prudent 2020). The 

socialist mayor Anne Hidalgo—like many other members of her party throughout the country—

campaigned on increasing the share of the city’s housing stock that would be social housing, even 

as the others representing centrist and right-wing parties did not. But the assumption that local 

planning is driven by economics implies that candidates’ policy approaches—which may reflect 

resident political ideologies—are relatively meaningless in terms of outcomes.

Yet, even if the predominant view has been that local policymaking is founded on economic 

and social considerations, there is growing evidence that political ideologies have a role in 

influencing outcomes. Consider first that local policies reflect resident political perspectives 

(Tausanovitch and Warshaw 2014). (Einstein et al. 2019 point out they often better represent the 

views of wealthier inhabitants.) Einstein and Kogan (2016) and Palus (2010) find that, over time, 

resident populations that become more Democratic in US cities induce their respective 

municipalities to spend more. The chain of causality suggested here is that left-leaning voters 

believe in the benefit of increased public investment, vote for Democrats, and those elected 

Democrats make policy choices that reflect that preference. 
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Contrasts in local policymaking are not simply a reflection of resident ideology, however; they 

may also be a manifestation of the partisan affiliations of local officials and the points of view that 

inform those partisan links. Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw (2016; 2020) show that Democratic 

mayors and counties with Democratic legislative majorities spend more than their Republican 

counterparts, especially on redistributive functions, including housing; this is true even in the 

context of economic constraints (Hajnal and Trounstine 2010). Through a survey of mayors, 

Einstein and Glick (2018) show that when asked to consider tradeoffs between alternative policies, 

Democrats are far more likely to agree about the need to reduce income inequality, even at the 

expense of business groups. (Bucchianeri et al. (2021) argue that local officials’ actions are 

informed by the intersection of party affiliation and views about the private market’s role in 

providing public services.) Here, the chain of causality suggested is that mayors associate their 

partisanship with policies on the left-right ideological spectrum, and the fact that they then promote 

those policies is related to their partisanship; of course, given that these officials were elected, 

those preferences seem likely to correspond to those of voters.

Differences between Democrats and Republicans play out even though many of the US local 

governments studied are technically nonpartisan in that the ballots on which candidates are listed 

make no mention of party affiliation (Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw 2020). The official 

nonpartisanship of such leaders suggests, in turn, that local leaders are not following policy 

approaches directly determined by party policy, but rather that partisan affiliation itself reflects 

ideological divergence. In France, on which I focus this paper, this partisan-ideological connection 

is more apparent at the local level since most city councilors are elected on party lists.

If scholars of political science have begun to make the connection between local leaders’ 

partisanship and outcomes related to budgetary redistribution, less progress has been made in 
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understanding the link between partisanship and local urban planning issues. One potential 

explanation for that discrepancy is an adherence among local planners to the “rational” planning 

model that assumes scientific methods can be used to solve for city problems, and the assumption 

that similar methods can be used in cities of various political stripes. 

As such, some researchers suggest that there have been relatively consistent local planning 

strategies by US political leaders of both Democratic and Republican affiliations (Lang et al. 

2008). This planning strategy, argue Guttenberg (2009) and King and Fischer (2016), is 

prioritizing growth. Others recognize the political nature of choices related to planning but explain 

varying outcomes not as a reflection of ideological difference, but rather as mechanisms to reward 

partisan loyalty; Gay (2017), for example, finds that state-level housing assistance is steered to 

communities with higher support levels for the party in power. Some politicians, too, may support 

certain types of housing over others for electoral reasons. Adler and Ansell (2020) find that 

homeownership plays a role in increasing support for right-wing political positions in the context 

of low housing prices; homeowners benefiting from higher home values, meanwhile, may become 

less supportive of redistribution (Ansell 2014). In theory, social housing investment could have 

the opposite effects. Local leaders may also be aligning themselves with national party goals in 

making local policy (Clegg 2021).

New research, however, has taken steps in demonstrating how ideological views—both of 

residents and of political officials—might inform specific planning actions. Benedictis-Kessner et 

al. (2023) show that electing a Democratic mayor in the United States results in increased 

apartment construction. Freemark et al. (2020) survey US planning staff, finding that residents’ 

political ideologies are associated with officials’ views about policies related to land-use planning. 
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Outside the United States, to be clear, researchers have more explicitly made the link between 

housing and politics. In France, Le Galès (1995) describes the importance of socialist mayors in 

developing a politique de la ville (urban policy) designed to encourage improvements for working-

class neighborhoods, particularly the social housing complexes known as grands ensembles. But, 

according to some, those efforts have been set aside in favor of increasing economic development, 

then subsumed as part of the effort to prevent ghettoization, not increase access to housing (Blanc 

2007). In the United Kingdom, Clegg and Farstad (2021) find that local governments under the 

control of left-wing parties were more likely to require affordable housing in new private projects, 

but that this partisan differentiation declined after the emergence of the financial crisis, with local 

housing affordability becoming the major differentiator instead. In these scholars’ eyes, the 

partisan impact on local social housing decisions is potentially marginal.

This context opens new avenues for research. Do resident preferences, combined with 

differentiation in local partisan control, produce variation in actual development of affordable 

housing? 

Methods

French communes (local governments; I refer to them hereafter as cities) are important actors 

in housing construction. They play a role in zoning, and they often manage local social housing 

organizations and development projects (Freemark 2021a). These powers allow local politicians 

to influence planning. In France, leaders of all but the smallest cities are elected on partisan lines, 

and councils are led by a single party or coalition of parties (typically on left, right, or centrist joint 

lists). I examine whether city choices about urban development policy are associated with resident 

ideologies and partisan control.
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Two key questions for cities are how to orient zoning policy and how much social housing to 

construct. Zoning establishes allowable land uses and requirements for new construction, including 

levels of affordable housing in new private projects, similar to US inclusionary zoning (Dorel 

2018). Cities direct the implementation of social housing, both by allocating local funds or tax 

relief to support its construction (in association with larger levels of assistance from regional and 

national governments), and also by approving building permits. Social housing units in France are 

rental apartments whose construction and maintenance are subsidized; whose rental costs are 

limited by national regulations; and which—depending on the subsidy used—can be occupied by 

residents with very low to middle incomes (Raad 2017). Local social-housing development 

organizations must include local elected officials on their boards (Le Courrier 2014). 

Municipalities also often manage major developments directly. Local development agencies, 

known as entreprises publiques locales (EPLs), are charged with acquiring land and either 

developing lots or directing private or social developers to construct pursuant to plans.

Municipalities must conform to certain planning requirements imposed by higher-level 

governments. Key among them is the loi relative à la solidarité et au renouvellement urbain (SRU 

law), originally passed by the national assembly in 2000 and reformed several times in the years 

since (Freemark 2021b). Among other requirements, the SRU requires that municipalities with 

more than 1,500 inhabitants in the Paris region achieve 25 percent social housing overall; cities 

not on track to achieve this level are subject to penalties.

Data

I collected city-level data on voting patterns and demographic conditions that may be associated 

with choices related to development. There were 463 cities in the Paris metropolitan area (which 

I define as co-terminus with the Île-de-France region) with major development projects during the 
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period I examine (detailed below). These cities had a collective population of 10.2 million, or more 

than 84 percent of the Île-de-France population, in 2016.

I collected data from Insee, the French national statistics agency, on municipal populations; 

population growth; share of households that own; share of people who are immigrants; share of 

residents who are 15 years old or less; median net per-household income, adjusted for household 

size (niveau de vie); poverty rates; share of workers who are blue collar (ouvriers); housing units 

per capita; share of housing that is vacant; and vehicle ownership. I collected data on the share of 

city housing that is social (qualifying for SRU requirements) from Observatoire du Logement 

Social en Île-de-France.

From the Interior Ministry, I collected data on politics and partisanship: the share of voters in 

each city that voted for a left-wing candidate in the first round of the presidential elections in 2012 

and 2017, and the controlling party in each city’s council as of 2019, as chosen during the 2014 

national municipal elections. The most popular left-wing party during this period was the center-

left Socialist party (Parti Socialiste); the most popular right-wing party during this period was the 

center-right to right-wing Republican party (les Républicains), named the Union for a Popular 

Movement (UMP) until 2015. That said, there were several other left-wing, centrist, and right-

wing parties also present in local elections. The presidential data are highly correlated (0.96) 

between the two years; I use the 2012 data to represent the left-right ideological composition of a 

city’s electorate, the key independent variable I examine to explore the relationship between 

resident political views and planning outcomes. The correlations between left-wing vote shares in 

the 2014 municipal elections and the presidential elections is much weaker. Council control 

reflects who makes decisions about development projects and is the second key independent 

variable I examine, this time to explore the relationship between policymaker partisan affiliation 
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and planning outcomes. Demographic data comparing cities by local partisan control are presented 

in appendix table A1.

To identify how municipalities include social housing in new construction, I collected data from 

the Institut Paris Région (IPR) regional planning agency. IPR maintains a database of all major 

projects underway or recently completed, generally beginning in 2000; this list includes projects 

developed by EPLs, but also by national developers and private entities. I consider public and 

private projects because I have inadequate data to separate the two; most larger projects involve a 

combination of public and private initiatives; and private projects are also affected by municipal 

policies such as zoning standards and local approvals. The database includes information on the 

year when projects were first planned, but it does not provide details about when projects were 

completed (if so) or how long development took.

I evaluate 1,071 projects that were entirely or partly residential. The IPR database does not 

identify the share of each project’s units that is social housing, my major dependent variable. As 

such, I used web searching to review each project to add information on project unit counts and 

the share of units planned to be social. I also identified whether projects are greenfield (constructed 

on previously agricultural or natural land), infill (replacing existing development), or something 

else, such as a renovation.

Of projects with a housing component, 39, 8, and 52 percent were in cities controlled by left-

wing, centrist, and right-wing councils, respectively, in 2019 (appendix table A1). Centrist council 

projects were most likely to be greenfield, while three-fifths of those in cities run by left- and right-

wing councils were infill. Projects in left-wing cities averaged a higher number of housing units 

and had a modestly higher level of social housing (41.7 percent in left-wing cities versus 36.4 

percent in right-wing ones), before controlling for other local characteristics.
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Methods

I use multi-variate regressions to control for city demographics to test how social housing 

provision is linked to political factors.

I compare local politics with citywide housing characteristics (equation 1). First, I hypothesize 

that a city having a greater share of left-wing residents, expressed in terms of higher presidential 

vote shares for left-wing parties, is associated with higher citywide social-housing rates after 

adjusting for local demographics (H1a). Second, I hypothesize that cities with left-wing council 

leadership have higher social-housing rates citywide, compared to those with centrist or right-wing 

leadership (H1b).

[1] 𝐶𝑖𝑡𝑦 𝑠𝑜𝑐𝑖𝑎𝑙 ℎ𝑜𝑢𝑠𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝑠ℎ𝑎𝑟𝑒 = 𝑆𝑚 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝐸𝑚 + 𝛽2𝑃𝑚 + 𝛾𝑋𝑚 + 𝜀𝑚

Where Sm measures the share of primary housing units in city m that are social (meeting SRU 

criteria) in 2016. Em measures the share of the vote in that city that left-wing candidates received 

in the first round of the 2012 presidential election. Pm is a dummy variable that represents whether 

the city council is controlled by a left-wing party. Xm is a vector of the city-level demographic 

variables.

Next, I move beyond citywide social-housing shares (H1), which are the product of decades of 

policy choices, to compare local politics with project-level housing characteristics. I hypothesize 

that both a higher share of residents with left-wing views (H2a) and left-wing local council 

leadership (H2b) are associated with higher social-housing rates in major projects, after controlling 

for city characteristics (equation 2). Higher project-level social-housing shares could be a 

reflection of political officials acting to represent resident viewpoints, assuming that voting for 

left-wing presidential candidates is a proxy for supporting redistribution through social housing; 

this would support the claim that voter preferences are determining planning outcomes. And/or, 
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project-level social-housing shares could reflect the partisan affiliation of city leaders; this would 

support the claim that policymakers’ views are determining planning outcomes. These two 

hypotheses are linked, since voters are likely to support politicians who share their ideological 

preferences.

[2] 𝑃𝑟𝑜𝑗𝑒𝑐𝑡 𝑠𝑜𝑐𝑖𝑎𝑙 ℎ𝑜𝑢𝑠𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝑠ℎ𝑎𝑟𝑒 = 𝑆𝑟 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝑃𝑚 + 𝛽2𝑆𝑚 + 𝛾𝑋𝑚 + 𝜃𝑌𝑟 + 𝜀𝑝𝑚

Where Sr measures the share of primary housing units in project r that is social housing. Yr is a 

fixed-effect variable for the year the project was planned to account for potential changes in 

approaches to social housing over time. Pm, Sm, and Xm are the same as in equation 1.

To further assess H2, I conduct a series of regression discontinuity models that examine cities 

where left- and right-wing candidate lists achieved similar vote shares, meaning the election was 

tight (equation 3). This allows me to consider the association between partisan characteristics and 

project social-housing levels, informed by these close elections. It gives us a clue as to what might 

have happened with project plans if a council of alternative partisanship had won.

[3] 𝑃𝑟𝑜𝑗𝑒𝑐𝑡 𝑠𝑜𝑐𝑖𝑎𝑙 ℎ𝑜𝑢𝑠𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝑠ℎ𝑎𝑟𝑒 = 𝑆𝑟 = 𝛼 +  𝜏𝑃𝑚 + 𝛽1(𝑇𝑚 ― 𝑐) + 𝛽2𝑃𝑚(𝑇𝑚 ― 𝑐) + 𝜀𝑝𝑚

Where Tm measures the vote share of left-wing candidates in the last round of the 2014 

municipal elections, and c is the cutoff for winning the election (50 percent of the vote in a two-

party race). Other variables are the same as in equations 1 and 2. I also undertake a series of 

robustness tests.

Limitations

My findings may apply to the French context but not to that in, for example, the United States, 

where local politics is less contested on partisan terms. Moreover, partisanship is insufficient to 

explain the full range of decisionmaking by local-government actors, who may have viewpoints 
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disassociated from their party membership. And my focus on political actors has its own 

limitations. Unelected governmental staff often lead conversations; in France, the bureaucratic 

state is well-engrained. More detailed case studies could help elucidate which people make the 

most important planning choices—and why they do so.

My analysis, finally, is constrained by the limited data available related to development projects. 

It is possible that IPR’s database is incomplete, or that its estimates do not reflect what was 

ultimately built. And the long project timelines inherent in project delivery could complicate the 

association between political viewpoints and planning outputs, though I attempt to address this 

issue through robustness tests I describe below. Moreover, I do not measure change that has 

occurred more recently—at least at the national scale. France’s political momentum has shifted in 

recent elections toward both Emmanuel Macron’s center-right party and the far right, reducing the 

salience of the traditional left/right binary between the Socialist and Republican parties. That said, 

those two parties continue to dominate at the local level, including in the most recent municipal 

elections in 2020.

Findings

Citywide, Resident Political Ideologies Are Linked to Social Housing Availability

I begin by assessing the links between local political attributes and citywide social-housing 

shares (H1). There is a strong and positive correlation (0.79) between presidential vote shares for 

left parties and city social-housing shares (figure 1; note that the X axis presents high left-wing 

presidential vote shares on the left and low left-wing shares on the right). This relationship could 

be bidirectional. On the one hand, resident preference for left-wing ideas may be linked to support 

for social housing, and thus left-wing officials devoting resources to social housing in that 

community. On the other hand, more social housing may mean more residents who support left-

Page 14 of 33

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/cus  Ruth.Harkin@glasgow.ac.uk

Urban Studies



wing parties, since lower-income people have historically been more likely to vote on the left. This 

association is similar across municipalities controlled by left-wing, right-wing, and centrist local 

councils.

Please insert Figure 1 here

I explore the connections between resident left-right preferences in presidential voting (H1a), 

left-wing local council control (H1b), and citywide social-housing shares through a series of 

multiple regressions (table 1). Presidential vote patterns are significantly associated with city social 

housing shares, even controlling for local demographic characteristics. For the average city, a 10-

percentage-point increase in vote share for left parties in national elections is associated with a 5- 

to 12-percentage-point increase in a city’s overall social-housing share (models II–IV).

Please insert Table 1 here

There is a strong, positive link between a city having a left-wing council and it having a higher 

social-housing share (table 1, model I). But this link disappears once controlling for presidential 

vote shares and local demographics. This may reflect the fact that much of the social housing stock 

is decades old; council control now may only have a marginal impact on overall housing 

conditions—but this is not true for new projects, as I show next.

Left-Wing Council Control is Associated with Higher Project Social-Housing Shares 

To evaluate the policy choices of local elected officials on issues they control, I next examine 

the social-housing shares of new development projects. Figure 2 illustrates best-fit curves for a 

city’s social-housing share (X-axis) versus project social-housing share (Y-axis), comparing cities 

with left- or right-wing council control. On average, major projects in left-wing cities include a 

higher share of social housing in new projects than already exists in those cities; this is not the case 

for right-wing cities with more than 28 percent existing social housing (though the difference is 
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within the margin of error). This suggests that right-wing cities are working to achieve the SRU 

mandate (25 percent social housing), not go above it. Right-wing cities with a low share of existing 

social housing (less than 12 percent) add more social housing in projects than left-wing cities with 

a similarly low social-housing level (though there are only about one-quarter as many left-wing 

cities with that characteristic). But for cities with a higher share of existing social housing, left-

wing cities add more social housing to new projects on average.

Please insert Figure 2 here

I next perform a series of regressions on project social-housing shares (table 2). I find strong 

evidence that having a left-wing party in control is associated with a significantly higher project 

social-housing share. These results hold after controlling for city demographics, presidential voting 

results, and citywide social housing shares (including whether a city has met SRU requirements). 

In contrast to the results related to citywide social-housing shares described in the previous section, 

I show that having a left-wing council is associated with a 7 to 11 percentage-point higher project 

social-housing share. This finding confirms H2b, the hypothesis that planning policy is informed 

by policymaker ideological viewpoints, expressed through partisan affiliation.

Please insert Table 2 here

Table 2’s models vary, but all include dummy variables for project type. Infill projects and 

especially social-housing renovations include, on average, a higher social-housing share than 

greenfield projects (the baseline). Table 2 also shows that projects in cities with less than 25 

percent social housing (“Below SRU level”) average a far higher project social-housing share 

(models IV–V), and that projects in cities with higher existing social-housing levels have a smaller 

share of social-housing units (models II–III). Though not the focus of this paper, the models offer 

some evidence that higher rates of poverty, youth residents, and homeowners, combined with 
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lower rates of blue-collar workers and population growth, are each associated with higher project 

social-housing shares.

I do not find evidence to confirm the hypothesis (H2a) that higher voter support for national left 

parties—my proxy for residents’ left/right views—is associated with increased project social-

housing shares. This suggests that project characteristics are more likely to be influenced by the 

partisan control of city councils than resident views, though, again, the existence of a left-wing 

council also reflects resident ideologies.

To test the robustness of these results, I perform several additional regression models. First, I 

test just projects planned since 2008 to control for the possibility that results are influenced by 

projects with initial planning before the 2008 local elections; this showed no difference. Next, in 

appendix table A2 (models I–III), I exclude projects in Paris to ensure that the central city’s 

dominance in the region is not biasing results. I then exclude projects in cities that had a transition 

in council control between the 2008 and 2014 elections to account for situations in which projects 

were planned under varying partisan control (models IV–VI). These results reaffirm the 

aforementioned findings: A positive and mostly statistically significant association between left-

wing council control and higher project social-housing shares. Outside Paris, left-wing council 

control is associated with a 5 to 8 percentage-point higher project social-housing share. Including 

only cities with no change in partisan control, I find that left-wing council leadership is associated 

with 13 to 15 percentage-point higher project social-housing shares, suggesting that table 2’s 

estimates may be conservative. (When I ran regressions only on projects planned since 2008 but 

in cities with a change in partisan control, I find no significant impact of having a left-wing council 

in the period since 2014.) These robustness tests reaffirm that residents’ political viewpoints have 

little direct impact on social-housing shares; these are mediated through council partisan control.
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Competitive Elections Reveal Partisan Cleavages on Affordable Housing Policy

The above analyses demonstrate the divergence in approaches to projects between cities run by 

left- and right-wing parties. By themselves, they do not provide adequate evidence to show impacts 

of changes in partisan control—and I have inadequate data to document alterations in project 

design following elections. Using regression discontinuity models, however, I can focus on 

differences in project design in cities above and below the 50 percent threshold in municipal 

elections. Generally, if a coalition of left parties achieves more than 50 percent, it controls the city.

Table 3 presents the results of several models using regression discontinuities. I consider three 

bandwidths: the full sample (models I–II); cities where left parties achieved between 35 and 65 

percent of the vote in the 2014 local elections (models III–IV); and cities where left parties 

achieved between 47 and 53 percent of the vote, the most closely fought elections (models V–VI). 

The coefficient of the first variable (left party controls city) is the estimate of the effect of having 

a left-wing council; this is similar to estimates in table 2. The coefficients of the second and third 

variables (left share – 50%) predict the outcome based on election results, depending on the 

competitiveness of the election. Models I, III, and V assume the same slope for both left and right-

wing controlled cities for each marginal vote share received by left-wing parties (simple analysis 

of covariance); models II, IV, and VI assume different slopes for cities based on partisan control.

Please insert Table 3 here

Table 3 reaffirms previous findings. When I conduct regressions across the three bandwidths, I 

demonstrate a continued, significant effect of having left-wing parties in control. These models 

show a 13 to 29 percentage-point increase in project social-housing shares in contexts where left-

wing councils win elections. Results are similar whether or not assuming the same slopes for left- 

and right-wing cities. I considered a wide array of other bandwidths; the positive coefficient for 
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left-wing control is maintained across all, but results fall into insignificance (p > 0.05) for 

bandwidths between 40–60 percent and 46–54 percent of the vote going to left parties. At other 

bandwidths, the effect is significant (p < 0.05).

In figure 3, I plot the shape of several of these regression discontinuities using linear models 

with different slopes for the cities based on partisan control (as in figure 1, figure 3’s X axis plots 

high left-wing vote shares on the left and low shares on the right). I use local linear graphs 

following Fan and Gijbels (1992), who point to their benefits in reducing bias. Graphs are shown 

for all projects (left column) and those that are infill only (right column), on three bandwidths. In 

each case, there is a significant decline between the left-wing and right-wing cities at the 50 percent 

threshold. This difference—the estimated average treatment effect of having a left party win 

council control—ranges from about 10 to 20 percentage points in project social-housing share, 

suggesting a major impact of left-wing officials gaining power.

Please insert Figure 3 here

All figure 3 charts show a positive slope for left-wing cities. This means that as a city’s residents 

reduce support for left-wing candidates in municipal elections, the project social-housing share 

increases (as long as a left-wing party wins). One explanation may be that cities with a greater 

share of left-voting residents have higher levels of existing social housing, and thus do not include 

as much in new projects. Another possibility is that close electoral contests heighten contrasts 

between candidates; Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw (2020) find that tight partisan splits produce 

more divergent policymaking in US counties.

To assess the robustness of this phenomenon, in appendix figure A1, I chart only cities that 

have not yet met SRU requirements (meaning they do not yet have at least 25 percent social 

housing). Among these, there is an even larger discontinuity apparent at the 50 percent threshold 
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compared to figure 3, with left-wing cities planning for a 25 percentage-point higher project social-

housing share than right-wing cities at the cutoff. Finally, also in appendix figure A1, I assess an 

alternative specification, testing as a dependent variable the project social-housing share as a 

multiple of the citywide social-housing share (e.g., a ratio of 2 would mean that a project has a 30 

percent social-housing share in a city with a 15 percent overall social-housing share). Here, again, 

I find a large discontinuity at the cutoff.

Conclusions

Projects in cities with left-wing council control include, on average, significantly more social 

housing as a share of total units than those in cities with centrist or right-wing control. These 

findings offer evidence that local governments can, and do, intervene to promote redistributive 

policies through planning. Left-wing candidates are not just speaking publicly about the 

importance of social housing but are integrating it into the projects they control to a greater extent 

than are right-wing councils.

Left-wing councils may be increasing social housing availability for a number of reasons. 

Perhaps their members want to amplify their future election prospects by increasing the number of 

voters on the left. Perhaps they feel they are representing constituent perspectives. Additional 

research is necessary to understand variations in political motivations in urban planning.

But partisan control of local councils appears to have a greater direct influence on project 

planning than do resident viewpoints. This indicates that there are substantial urban policy 

implications of closely fought elections. A left-wing party winning could mean substantially more 

social housing in a future development project in that city than a right-wing party taking control. 

This does not mean resident political perspectives do not matter—a city with a greater share of 

Page 20 of 33

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/cus  Ruth.Harkin@glasgow.ac.uk

Urban Studies



voters with left-wing views is more likely to elect a left-wing council—but it does suggest that 

elected officials themselves play an essential role in achieving the outcomes those voters desire.
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Table 1. Citywide social-housing share versus local political control and other local 
characteristics

I II III IV

Left party controls city (dummy) 0.12 (0.02) *** –0.01 (0.01) 0.00 (0.01) –0.00 (0.00)
Left share, 2012 election (R1) 1.25 (0.06) *** 0.54 (0.05) *** 0.70 (0.06) ***
Poverty rate –0.21 (0.11)
Blue-collar worker share –0.20 (0.23)
Share residents under 15 1.15 (0.20) *** 0.94 (0.25) ***
Ownership share –0.55 (0.03) *** –0.67 (0.06) ***
Population growth 2009-2014 –0.12 (0.04) ** –0.16 (0.06) **
Population density –0.00 (0.00) ***
Population (logged) 0.01 (0.01)
Intercept 0.18 (0.01) *** –0.35 (0.2) *** 0.03 (0.05) 0.08 (0.11)

N 397 397 397 330
Adjusted R2 0.13 0.62 0.81 0.82

Source: The author, using data from IPR, 2019; Observatoire du Logement Social en Île-de-France (2016); 
Insee, 2018; Ministère de l’Intérieur, 2017.
Note: Robust standard errors shown in parentheses. *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05. Only incorporates 
projects that are infill, greenfield, or social housing renovations.
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Table 2. Project social-housing share versus local political control and other local 
characteristics

I II III IV V

Left party controls city 
(dummy)

0.11 (0.02) *** 0.11 (0.02) *** 0.11 (0.02) *** 0.09 (0.02) *** 0.07 (0.03) **

Left share, 2012 election (R1) –0.62 (0.11) *** –0.36 (0.16) * –0.32 (0.19) –0.18 (0.17) 0.23 (0.22)
Poverty rate 0.53 (0.23) * 0.38 (0.23) 0.47 (0.48)
Blue-collar worker share –1.74 (0.47) *** –1.52 (0.48) ** –0.90 (0.67)
Share residents under 15 0.87 (0.60) 1.17 (0.56) * 0.27 (0.64)
Ownership share 0.42 (0.14) ** 0.32 (0.12) ** 0.09 (0.15)
Population growth 2009-2014 –0.25 (0.18) –0.24 (0.18) –0.41 (0.20) *
Population (logged) 0.02 (0.01) * 0.04 (0.01) *** 0.03 (0.02)
Immigrant share 0.14 (0.38)
Housing unit vacancy 0.57 (0.81)
Population density –0.00 (0.00) **
Inequality index 0.01 (0.02)
Median net household income 
(logged)

0.24 (0.21)

City social housing share –0.24 (0.10) * –0.092 (0.14)
Below SRU level (dummy) 0.19 (0.05) *** 0.24 (0.07) ***
SRU level * city social hsg. 
share

–0.83 (0.20) ** –0.97 (0.24) ***

Project type: Social housing 
reno.

0.34 (0.04) *** 0.33 (0.04) *** 0.28 (0.04) *** 0.28 (0.04) *** 0.27 (0.04) ***

Project type: Infill 0.13 (0.02) *** 0.12 (0.02) *** 0.08 (0.02) *** 0.08 (0.02) *** 0.05 (0.03)
Intercept 0.53 (0.05) *** 0.48 (0.06) *** –0.13 (0.18) –0.36 (0.19) –2.73 (2.21)
Project planning year fixed 
effect

No No No No Yes

N 565 542 542 542 457
Adjusted R2 0.16 0.16 0.19 0.21 0.23

Source: The author, using data from IPR, 2019; Observatoire du Logement Social en Île-de-France (2016); 
Insee, 2018; Ministère de l’Intérieur, 2017.
Note: Robust standard errors shown in parentheses. *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05. Only incorporates 
projects that are infill, greenfield, or social housing renovations. Median net household income is adjusted for 
household size (this metric is referred to as niveau de vie by Insee). 
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Table 3. Regression discontinuity: Project social-housing share versus local political control 
across three bandwidths

I II III IV V VI

Full sample
Bandwidth: Left vote share 35 

to 65 percent
Bandwidth: Left vote share 

47 to 53 percent

Left party controls 
city (dummy)

0.16 (0.03) *** 0.16 (0.03) *** 0.13 (0.06) * 0.13 (0.06) * 0.28 (0.09) ** 0.29 (0.09) **

Left share, 2014 
election – 50%

–0.00 (0.00) ** –0.00 (0.00) *** –0.00 (0.00) 0.00 (0.01) –0.11 (0.03) ** –0.10 (0.04) *

Left party city 
control x (Left 
share, 2014 election 
– 50%)

0.00 (0.00) * –0.01 (0.01) –0.01 (0.06)

City social housing 
share

–0.35 (0.07) *** –0.35 (0.07) *** –0.27 (0.11) * –0.24 (0.10) * –0.35 (0.30) –0.35 (0.30)

Project type: Social 
housing reno.

0.32 (0.04) *** 0.33 (0.04) *** 0.33 (0.06) *** 0.32 (0.07) 
***

0.17 (0.10) 0.17 (0.11)

Project type: Infill 0.11 (0.02) *** 0.12 (0.02) *** 0.06 (0.04) 0.06 (0.04) –0.09 (0.07) –0.09 (0.08)
Intercept 0.30 (0.03) *** 0.27 (0.03) *** 0.32 (0.06) *** 0.34 (0.07) 

***
0.37 (0.11) ** 0.38 (0.12) **

N 518 518 198 198 55 55
Adjusted R2 0.16 0.17 0.18 0.18 0.15 0.13

Slopes for left and 
right

Same Different Same Different Same Different

Source: The author, using data from IPR, 2019; Observatoire du Logement Social en Île-de-France (2016); 
Insee, 2018; Ministère de l’Intérieur, 2017. Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.001; ** p < 
0.01; * p < 0.05.
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Figure 1. Local social housing share, compared to election results in 2012 presidential elections, 
by local partisan control

Source: The author, using data from IPR, 2019; Observatoire du Logement Social en Île-de-France (2016); Insee, 
2018; Ministère de l’Intérieur, 2017.
Notes: Loess best-fit line shown. Correlation between left parties share in 2012 presidential election and city social 
housing share is 0.79. Left-wing council parties are Communiste, Divers Gauche, Front de Gauche, Socialiste, 
Union de la Gauche. Centrist parties are Divers, Modem, Union du Centre, and none. Right-wing parties are Divers 
Droite, Front Nationale, Union de la Droite, Union des démocrates et indépendants, Union pour un mouvement 
populaire/Les Républicains. Standard French left, right, and centrist partisan colors used.
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Figure 2. City social-housing share versus project social-housing share, by city partisan control

Source: The author, using data from IPR, 2019; Observatoire du Logement Social en Île-de-France (2016); 
Ministère de l’Intérieur, 2017. Note: Left-wing council parties are Communiste, Divers Gauche, Front de Gauche, 
Socialiste, Union de la Gauche. Centrist parties are Divers, Modem, Union du Centre, and none. Right-wing parties 
are Divers Droite, Front Nationale, Union de la Droite, Union des démocrates et indépendants, Union pour un 
mouvement populaire/Les Républicains. 
Notes: Loess best-fit lines shown. Standard French left and right partisan colors used.
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Figure 3. Regression discontinuities: 2014 left vote share in municipal elections versus project 
social-housing shares

All projects Infill projects

0–100 
percent left 
voting 
share 
bandwidth

35–65 
percent left 
voting 
share 
bandwidth

47–53 
percent left 
voting 
share 
bandwidth

Source: The author, using data from IPR, 2019; Observatoire du Logement Social en Île-de-France (2016); Insee, 
2018; Ministère de l’Intérieur, 2017.
Note: Excludes projects in cities where left vote share was below 50 percent, but left still controlled the council. 
Standard French left and right partisan colors used.
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Appendix

Table A1. Mean City and Project Characteristics, by Partisan Control of Local Government
City partisan control after the 2014 local elections

Left control Centrist control Right control
City characteristics
Number of cities 126 29 265
Population 40,115 (195,987) 4,974 (6,032) 18,849 (20,505)
Population density per square kilometer 4,001 (4,539) 852 (1,698) 3,404 (4,681)
Growth rate 2009–14 4% (8%) 5% (6%) 5% (9%)
Share homeowners 49% (18%) 69% (11%) 57% (15%)
Share immigrants 19% (10%) 9% (3%) 14% (7%)
Share 15 years or youngers 22% (3%) 20% (2%) 20% (2%)
Median net household income €21,060 (€4,188) €25,800 (€3,144) €25,008 (€4,744)
Poverty rate 18.3% (10.1%) 9.1% (2.2%) 12.2% (7.2%)
Blue collar share of workers 9% (3%) 7% (2%) 7% (3%)
White collar share of workers 9% (5%) 11% (5%) 12% (6%)
Social housing share 30% (18%) 12% (11%) 19% (13%)
Housing units per person 0.41 (0.05) 0.42 (0.04) 0.43 (0.05)
Share housing vacant 6% (2%) 6% (2%) 6% (2%)
Vehicle ownership share 78% (15%) 92% (5%) 84% (11%)
Left party presidential results, 2012 round 1 52.8% (10.4%) 40.1% (6.6%) 42.5% (8.2%)

Project characteristics
Number of projects 420 88 559
Share infill 40.7% 19.3% 38.6%
Share greenfield 12.9% 33.0% 20.0%
Share social housing renovation 17.1% 1.1% 8.2%
Mean share of units that are social housing in 
project 41.7% (22.2%) 34.5% (19.1%) 36.4% (26.0%)
Mean number of housing units in project 707 (970) 275 (638) 491 (843)

Source: The author, using data from IPR, 2019; Observatoire du Logement Social en Île-de-France (2016); Insee, 
2018; Ministère de l’Intérieur, 2017.
Notes: Shows standard deviations in parentheses. Includes only cities with projects in the dataset, in Île-de-France. 
Large standard errors for cities with left control because of the inclusion of the city of Paris, which has a much 
higher population than the other cities in the region Left-wing council parties are Communiste, Divers Gauche, 
Front de Gauche, Socialiste, Union de la Gauche. Centrist parties are Divers, Modem, Union du Centre, and none. 
Right-wing parties are Divers Droite, Front Nationale, Union de la Droite, Union des démocrates et indépendants, 
Union pour un mouvement populaire/Les Républicains. Median net household income is adjusted for household size 
(this metric is referred to as niveau de vie by Insee). 
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Table A2. Project social-housing share versus local political control and other local 
characteristics

Excluding projects in the city of Paris Only cities with no partisan change from 
2008–2020

I II III IV V VI

Left party controls city 
(dummy)

0.08 (0.02) *** 0.05 (0.03) 0.05 (0.03) * 0.15 (0.03) 
***

0.13 (0.04) 
***

0.15 (0.04) 
***

Left share, 2012 election 
(R1)

–0.42 (0.16) ** 0.03 (0.18) –0.09 (0.20) –0.54 (0.19) 
**

0.03 (0.23) –0.40 (0.25)

Poverty rate 0.47 (0.24) * 0.65 (0.24) ** 0.07 (0.32) 0.57 (0.35)
Blue-collar worker share –1.72 (0.50) 

***
–1.93 (0.50) 
***

–0.71 (0.77) –1.67 (0.76) *

Share residents under 15 1.03 (0.62) 0.79 (0.70) 1.87 (0.66) ** 1.16 (0.78)
Ownership share 0.16 (0.13) 0.28 (0.17) –0.00 (0.14) 0.30 (0.22)
Population growth 2009-
2014

–0.50 (0.19) ** –0.51 (0.19) ** –0.52 (0.24) * –0.45 (0.26)

Population (logged) –0.01 (0.01) –0.03 (0.01) 0.03 (0.01) 0.02 (0.01)
City social housing share –0.15 (0.10) –0.02 (0.16) –0.28 (0.12) * –0.10 (0.21)
Below SRU level 
(dummy)

0.16 (0.06) ** 0.42 (0.08) 
***

SRU level * city social 
hsg. share

–0.76 (0.22) 
***

–1.46 (0.33) 
***

Project type: Social 
housing reno.

0.33 (0.04) *** 0.26 (0.04) *** 0.26 (0.04) *** 0.35 (0.04) 
***

0.29 (0.05) 
***

0.27 (0.05) 
***

Project type: Infill 0.11 (0.02) *** 0.04 (0.02) 0.05 (0.02) 0.14 (0.02) 
***

0.09 (0.03) ** 0.08 (0.03) **

Intercept 0.49 (0.06) *** –0.21 (0.23) 0.07 (0.21) 0.55 (0.07) 
***

–0.51 (0.29) –0.10 (0.28)

Project planning year 
fixed effect

No Yes Yes No Yes Yes

N 518 434 434 401 334 334
Adjusted R2 0.14 0.22 0.20 0.18 0.28 0.23

Source: The author, using data from IPR, 2019; Observatoire du Logement Social en Île-de-France (2016); Insee, 
2018; Ministère de l’Intérieur, 2017.
Note: Robust standard errors shown in parentheses. *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05. Only incorporates 
projects that are infill, greenfield, or social housing renovations.
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Figure A1. Regression discontinuities: 2014 left vote share in municipal elections versus project 
social-housing shares; robustness tests

Cities that have not met SRU requirements

Alternative specification: Project social 
housing share as a multiple of city social 

housing share

0–100 
percent left 
voting 
share 
bandwidth

35–65 
percent left 
voting 
share 
bandwidth

47–53 
percent left 
voting 
share 
bandwidth

Source: The author, using data from IPR, 2019; Observatoire du Logement Social en Île-de-France (2016); Insee, 
2018; Ministère de l’Intérieur, 2017.
Note: Excludes projects in cities where the left’s vote share was below 50 percent, but the left still controlled the 
council post-election. For alternative specification, excludes projects whose social housing share is more than 10 
times the current local social housing share. Standard French left and right partisan colors used.
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