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Summary

The importance of place in shaping political attitudes and behaviour is more prominent
than ever. Both public and academic discourses suggest that a place’s rurality and economic
hardship contribute to political discontent, manifesting in low turnout and increased support
for radical-right parties. However, previous studies are often limited in their explanatory
power by focusing on a small set of contextual variables, by studying voting behaviour at an
aggregate level, or by approaching place with attitudinal measures without accounting for
objective conditions. As a result, these studies do not allow us to draw direct conclusions
about how and which place-based factors are related to (manifestations of) discontent at the
individual level or whether and how subjective perceptions moderate this relationship. This
dissertation addresses this gap and challenges deterministic views on place e ects by arguing
that objective spatial disparities need to interact with subjective perceptions of deprivation
to translate into political discontent.

The dissertation consists of three articles that underscore this argument by exploring
di erent aspects of the link between place and discontent in Germany, using geocoded
survey data and high-resolution place-based information. In the rst article, | examine the
role of public service provision in shaping political trust, demonstrating that accessibility
to essential services in uences political attitudes more than economic deprivation. The
second article focuses on how subjective perceptions of deprivation in uence the relationship
between objective place-based deprivation and political trust. Place-based deprivation is
only partially associated with political trust, while subjective perceptions amplify its e ects.
The third article focuses on preferences for radical-right parties instead of political trust. |
explore whether living in a left-behind area a ects party evaluation di erently for individuals
who feel left behind, which captures a broader sense of marginalization than geographical
location. The ndings con rm a reinforcing relationship between living in a left-behind place
and feeling left behind, particularly regarding rurality.

Overall, the link between place-based factors and political discontent exists. Yet, at
the individual level, it is generally weak and varies based on place-based characteristics,
studied outcomes, and perceptions of deprivation. My ndings underscore the complexity of
the relationship between place and political discontent. | contribute to previous research
by introducing public service provision as a critical factor and spatial linking methods to
integrate ne-grained spatial data with survey data. Distinguishing between political trust
and radical-right support o ers a more granular understanding of their drivers. Lastly, this
dissertation highlights that place alone does not su ce to explain political discontent, but
subjective perceptions of deprivation are crucial for understanding place-based e ects.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Rethinking the Link Between Place and Political Discontent

The rail connection to the nearest major city has been discontinued since 1997. The only
remaining hospital is more than 20 minutes away from many villages. In the mornings,
there is often not even a bus serving the nearest school. L chow-Dannenberg, the central
district of the Wendland region, is the least densely populated district in the former West
German states and scores a perfect 100 out of 100 on the rurality indéx It also ranks in
the lowest quintile among German districts for the number of railway stations, hospital beds,
and local access to doctors, pharmacies, and schools. Economically, the district faces similar
constraints, with its GDP also ranking in the lowest quintile nationwide.

Given these structural disadvantages and the popular discussion on ‘left-behind’ places,
one would expect L chow-Dannenberg to exhibit pronounced levels of political discontent.
Both public and academic discourse suggest that place-based deprivation, characterised by
rurality, economic hardship, and a lack of public services and infrastructure, contributes to
high dissatisfaction with political institutions and increased support for radical-right parties
and politicians. However, this is not the case in L chow-Dannenberg. In the 2021 federal
election, voter turnout was indeed lower than the national average. Yet, support for the
German radical-right party Alternative f r Deutschland (AfD) was also low, with the party
receiving only 7.1 % of the vote signi cantly below the national average of 10.3 %. Even
though structural conditions suggest otherwise, residents of the Wendland region do not
appear to translate place-based deprivation into pronounced discontent or radical-right voting
behaviour. One possible explanation is that the residents of the Wendland are di erent.
Individuals’ experiences and subjective perceptions of their own and their in-group’s level
of deprivation and recognition may di er from those in other parts of the country, making
them less susceptible to place-induced discontent. The region is known for its creative
and alternative lifestyles, Sch tzenfeste and Easter bon res, and for maintaining a strong
m are taken from the INKAR database. Rurality is measured as the proportion of inhabitants
living in municipalities with a population density of less than 150 inhabitants/km 1. It also includes the
population-weighted linear distance to the nearest general practitioner (GP), pharmacy and primary school,
hospital beds per 1,000 inhabitants, the number of ICE, IC, EC and regional railway stations and gross
domestic product (GDP) in absolute terms in millions of euros, voter turnout and AfD votes in the 2021

federal election, and population density in inhabitants per km 1. The data are available for all German
districts in 2021/2022 and are used to calculate the quintiles for each indicator.



environmental movement. Hence, while L chow-Dannenberg may not be a good example of
a place-based deprivation or rural-urban divide in Germany, it serves as a strong case for
why the role of place in shaping political discontent is more complex than often assumed.

1.2 Studying Place-Based and Perceptual Divides

Despite the L chow-Dannenberg example, place in general has become a line of conict
that divides society, as illustrated by the spatial patterns of the rise of radical-right parties
across Europe, the Brexit Leave vote in the UK, Trump support in the US and low voter
turnout (Becker, Fetzer, and Novy 2017; Broz, Frieden, and Weymouth 2021; Carreras
2019; Colantone and Stanig 2018; Dippel, Gold, and Heblich 2015; Ford and Goodwin
2014; Koeppen et al. 2021; Rooduijn and Burgoon 2018). Over the last decade, the
number of scholarly publications addressing the ‘geography of discontent’ or the ‘left-behind
places’ has grown immensely (Figure 1) (Dijkstra, Poelman, and Rodr guez-Pose 2020;
McCann 2020). At the heart of the studies analysing these spatial patterns lies the argument
that economically lagging, most often rural regions are the breeding grounds of political
discontent. Resentment against the political elites grows in these areas because citizens feel
those in power do not care about their neighbourhoods. They sense that their communities
are systematically neglected in the distribution of resources, and they perceive that local
traditions and lifestyles are misunderstood and disrespected by urban elites (Cramer 2016;
Fitzgerald 2018). Radical-right parties and politicians successfully target these resentments.

This re-emergence of place is somewhat surprising. Although place has long been an
important notion in explaining political attitudes and behaviour and has driven the eld
of electoral geography (Agnew 1996; Falter 1991; Siegfried 1913), scholars have debated
for years just as some do today whether place truly matters for political attitudes and
behaviour. From a longitudinal perspective, the in uence of place on individuals should
diminish over time as attachment to place decreases due to the increasing mobility of
citizens and evolving information and communication technologies (Gimpel and Reeves 2022;
Gustafson 2014; Lewicka 2011). Some even diagnosed the ‘end of geography’ (Friedman
2005; O'Brien 1992). Still, most [...] interactions occur in places: they literally take place
we do not yet live in placeless worlds (Johnston and Pattie 2017: p. 244). This notion is
supported by empirical studies showing that mobility does not necessarily lead to a decrease
in place attachment (Gustafson 2014) and that even digital spaces are shaped by place
(Gimpel and Reeves 2022).

One topic that has brought renewed attention to place-based explanations is globalisa-
tion and the backlash against globalisation in the ‘places that don’t matter’ (Rodr guez-Pose
2018). Globally, a general backlash on globalisation has explained increasing political discon-



Note: To explore the topic of the geography of discontent and left-behind places, | conducted a
search in the Web of Science Core Collection using the following query: ('geography of discontent’ OR
'geographies of discontent’) OR (left-behind place’ OR ’left behind place’ OR ’left behind places’ OR
'left-behind places’) OR ’places that don’t matter’ OR ’places being left behind’ OR ’places being left-behind-

Figure 1. Publication Counts Over Time

tent and radical-right support in the last decade. Citizens feel left behind by globalisation,
a perception of being treated unfairly, of being ignored and dismissed [...] and a panoply
of fears of irretrievable loss, both economic and cultural, and anxieties and pessimism with
respect to the future (Betz and Oswald 2022: pp. 134 136). Several empirical studies show
that these economic and cultural fears are rooted in or intensi ed by places.

First, economic geographers have highlighted that certain regions are particularly
a ected by negative economic consequences of globalisation and, consequential, the citizens
living there, resulting in a place-based economic divideResearch shows that local economic
trade shocks (Autor, Dorn, and Hanson 2013, 2016; Colantone and Stanig 2018) and long-
term deindustrialisation in certain areas (Broz, Frieden, and Weymouth 2021; Gordon 2018)
can trigger a downward spiral leading to support for radical-right parties and Leave voting
in the Brexit referendum. These e ects are evident across both the US (Rodr guez-Pose
2018; Scala and Johnson 2017) and European democracies (Becker, Fetzer, and Novy 2017;
Carreras 2019; Dijkstra, Poelman, and Rodr guez-Pose 2020; Dippel, Gold, and Heblich
2015). The e ects range beyond voting behaviour and single-country studies: regional
economic inequalities and wealth can diminish trust in both national and supranational
institutions, e.g. EU, across countries (Dellmuth 2024; Katsanidou and Mayne 2024; Lipps
and Schra 2021; Mayne and Katsanidou 2022).



Second, we also observe place-based cultural divide While economic grievances
are crucial, they do not fully capture the political dynamics observed in many regions.
Cultural factors, particularly the perception that rural values, traditions, and ways of life
are misunderstood or disrespected by urban elites, are central to rural resentment (Cramer
2016). Quantitative studies support this strong cultural component of rural resentment
(de Lange, van der Brug, and Harteveld 2023; Huijsmans 2023a; Jacobs and Munis 2023)
and underline the fear of losing the place-based cultural identity that drives discontent and
its manifestation in voting behaviour in these places (Bolet 2021; Fitzgerald 2018; Munis
2022). Maxwell (2019) analyses the clustering of cosmopolitan values in European cities and
national values in the countryside, concluding that the spatial divide in values and attitudes
is a pre-existing divide that persists due to self-sorting. Research on historical legacies
underlines the nding that cultural divides are not new but that attitudes and values are
deeply rooted in some places (Acharya, Blackwell, and Sen 2016; Ha ert 2021; Munis 2021;
Pepinsky, Goodman, and Ziller 2020; Ziblatt, Hilbig, and Bischof 2024). Particularly in the
case of the cultural divide, rural and urban identities play a crucial role in shaping in-group
and out-group perceptions (Bornschier et al. 2021). As such, the rural-urban divide is often
framed as a single, overarching distinction that encompasses both economic and cultural

dimensions of place-based divides. However, reducing place-based di erences to a single
continuum poses the risk of oversimplifying the complex dynamics of the real world (McKay,
Jennings, and Stoker 2021). Therefore, rurality can be treated as a distinct dimension within
the framework of this dissertation.

In summary, the existing literature generally suggests that place shapes political
attitudes and behaviour from an economic and cultural perspective. However, the empirical
ndings are not as unambiguous as they seem and point to a complex mechanism driving
spatial divides in political support and voting behaviour. In their meta-analysis, Sipma
and Lubbers (2020) show mixed evidence for a link between local unemployment rates and
support for radical-right parties, the relationship between economic growth and trust in
the EU may be non-linear (Vasilopoulou and Talving 2024), and residence in economically
declining regions is associated with low EU support but not with low national support
(Lipps and Schra 2021; Mayne and Katsanidou 2022). Moreover, country studies show
that rurality is only marginally or negligibly associated with political trust, radical-right
sentiments or place resentment (Arzheimer and Bernemann 2024; de Lange, van der Brug,
and Harteveld 2023; Huijsmans 2023b; Zumbrunn 2024).

Given these mixed ndings and the growing body of literature on the geography of
discontent, this dissertation seeks to answer the overarching research question: Which place-
based factors contribute to political discontent and its manifestations, and why are some
individuals more a ected by these factors than others? This research question necessarily



breaks down into several sub-questions, three of which | address in this dissertation, looking
at di erent explanations for this puzzle:

1. How does the provision of public services contribute to political discontent and its
manifestations? While the existing literature on the ‘geography of discontent’ has
primarily emphasised economic and cultural divides, it often overlooks other place-
based factors, such as public service provision, which may also signi cantly shape
political attitudes.

2. How do place-based factors in uence political trust in national institutions and support
for radical-right parties? While much of the geography of discontent literature has
focused on support for radical-right parties, the relationship between place and political
trust in national institutions has not been studied as extensively. Existing empirical
studies yield mixed results, suggesting that the e ects of place-based deprivation
may not be as generalisable as often assumed. This underscores the need to examine
political trust and radical-right party support as distinct outcomes.

3. How do subjective perceptions of deprivation reinforce the e ects of place-based
deprivation on (manifestation of) political discontent? While socioeconomic factors
are known to moderate the relationship between place and political attitudes, the role
of subjective perceptions has not been su ciently explored despite its importance for
how individuals process information and form attitudes.

In the following, | will further substantiate these research questions and introduce the
main concepts underlying this dissertation.

1.2.1 The Role of Public Service Provision

The rst question that guides this dissertation is: How does the provision of public
services contribute to political discontent and its manifestations?

To answer this question, it is rst necessary to introduce the broader concept of
‘place’ and ‘place-based factors’, which | use throughout this dissertation. Place, in the
geographical sense, refers to the location of an individual in space and is therefore de ned
as an area of residence or neighbourhood. The scale of place can vary from a ne-grained
local level to a nation-state and global environment. The context-as-place (Agnew
1996) approach provides a distinctive geographical perspective on the context that shapes
individual attitudes and behaviour. As such, this approach di ers signi cantly from the
traditional understanding of context as a social environment, as seen in in uential theories
of voting behaviour and attitudes such as the Ann-Arbor model (Campbell et al. 1980)
and micro-sociological approaches (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet 1969). Place not only



de nes the encounter with people in space but also encompasses environmental observation
(Johnston and Pattie 2006). Cho and Rudolph (2008) describe this approach as casual
observation and explain that spatial proximity shapes behaviour through low-intensity
neighbourhood cues that occur outside the realm of voluntary or explicit forms of social
interaction (p.277, see also Baybeck and McClurg (2005) and Books and Prysby (1988)). |
adopt this theoretical framework and use the terminology ‘place-based factors’ to describe
the relevant neighbourhood conditions, including rurality, economic conditions, and, | argue,
the local provision of public services.

Public services are crucial to citizens’ lives (Vogler 2023), and the accessibility or
lack thereof of these services in uences their ‘micro-geography of everyday life’ (Aghew
1996: p. 133). As citizens are inevitably confronted with their surroundings, they gather
information about their neighbourhood, including the provision of public and private goods
and the accessibility of infrastructure (Bailey et al. 2013; Galster 2012). Where is the nearest
hospital in case of an emergency, and how far is the closest train station for daily commuting?
These questions shape how individuals experience their environment. If public services are
lacking, the livelihood of an area, and thus its social and cultural capital, is threatened a
development also known as local or rural marginalisation (Bock 2016). Furthermore, the
provision of services is an important indicator of whether policymakers are addressing the
needs of a community (Kumlin and Haugsgjerd 2017). Accordingly, a lack of public and
private services may have several consequences regarding political attitudes and behaviour:
citizens perceive the state as failing to meet their expectations, grievances grow that they are
not getting their fair share, incumbents are punished and radical-right parties are supported
(Cremaschi et al. 2024; Nyholt 2024; Patana 2022).

Nevertheless, the lack of public services and infrastructure has received little attention
as a source of deprivation. Although previous studies have highlighted satisfaction with
public services as an antecedent of political trust at the individual and/or cross-country
level (Goubin and Hooghe 2020; Haugsgjerd and Kumlin 2019; Kumlin, Nem£ok, and van
Hootegem 2024; van der Meer and Dekker 2011; Zmerli 2013), research from a place-based
perspective is lacking. Only two recent studies show that its lack of public services increases
support for radical-right parties in Italy and Denmark (Cremaschi et al. 2024; Nyholt 2024).

In this dissertation, | address this research question by analysing the relationship
between a lack of public services and political trust in detail. | also show how spatial linkage
methods can be used to measure the lack of services as accurately as possible without being
tied to neighbourhoods de ned by administrative boundaries.



1.2.2 (Manifestations of) Political Discontent

The second sub-question of this dissertation focuses on the outcomes of the geography
of discontent: How do place-based factors in uence political trust and, in comparison and
contrast, support for radical-right parties?

Political trust is de ned here as the degree to which individuals believe that, even
without constant scrutiny, the government delivers outcomes that meet their expectations
(Hetherington 2005), aligning with Easton’s concept of (covert) support for the political
system (Easton 1965). The focus on political trust as a key indicator of political discontent
is also crucial for understanding the relationship to the rise of radical-right parties (RRPY
one possible manifestation of this discontent.

While the correlation between political trust and support for RRPs is well-documented
(Betz 1994; Lubbers, Gijsberts, and Scheepers 2002), it is essential to avoid oversimplifying
this relationship. Not all individuals with low political trust are drawn to extreme or radical
parties. Some may disengage entirely from the political system as a passive manifestation
of political discontent. Early research into political discontent and its mobilisation e ects
suggests that while low political trust combined with high political e cacy can lead to
political activism or support for populist parties, low trust combined with low political
e cacy may result in political disengagement (Craig 1980). Consequently, | use the concept
of (manifestations of) political discontent to distinguish between political trust and support
for RRPs, studying them separately in the three articles of this dissertation.

While place and support for RRPs, Donald, Trump, and Brexit have been studied more
extensively (Becker, Fetzer, and Novy 2017; Broz, Frieden, and Weymouth 2021; Carreras
2019; Colantone and Stanig 2018; Dippel, Gold, and Heblich 2015; Ford and Goodwin 2014;
Koeppen et al. 2021; Rooduijn and Burgoon 2018), the relationship between place and
political attitudes has not received the same attention. Although, there is an increasing focus

2Radical-right parties (RRPs) are characterised by two main features: nativism and authoritarianism
(Mudde 2007). Nativism entails the belief that the state should be inhabited exclusively by members of
the native group, emphasising both economic and cultural threats posed by outsiders. Authoritarianism
re ects a commitment to law and order, social hierarchy, and a rejection of liberal pluralism (Mudde 2007;
Rydgren 2007). A key factor driving the success of the populist radical right across Europe is its ability
to mobilise politically alienated voters, who are particularly inclined to support these parties due to their
populist rhetoric, which articulates distrust toward the mainstream political establishment (Gidron and
Hall 2017; Rooduijn and Burgoon 2018; Schulte-Cloos and Leininger 2022). In contrast, while radical-left
parties also oppose austerity and aspects of European integration, their mobilisation based on populist,
anti-establishment rhetoric remains contested and has received comparatively less empirical attention (Ziller
and Sch bel 2015). Furthermore, research has not presented any conclusive spatial patterns of the success
of the radical left, but urban identities correlate with support for new left parties and rural identities are
associated with radical-right support in Northwestern Europe (Bornschier et al. 2021). As a result, this
dissertation focuses on radical rights when analysing the political consequences of place-based e ects.



on understanding how place in uences political trust. The idea that trust in institutions
declines when citizens are dissatis ed with the outcomes of the political system is central
to the study of political trust. Trust levels are deeply tied to individuals’ evaluations of
government performance, as institutional trust re ects how citizens believe that government
delivers outcomes in line with their expectations (Easton 1965; Hetherington 2005). Within
this performance-trust framework, political trust strongly depends on contextual performance
factors, such as the economy, social services, and infrastructure (Kumlin and Haugsgjerd
2017; Luehiste 2014). However, the empirical studies on political trust within the ‘geography
of discontent’ have produced mixed results, emphasizing the di erentiation between the
rural-urban and the deprivation divide (McKay, Jennings, and Stoker 2021). For instance,
trust is lower in peripheral regions of Norway (Stein, Buck, and Bjirn 2019), while in the
UK, residents of less central areas show greater discontent and Euroscepticism, though they
do not exhibit lower trust or democratic satisfaction (Jennings, Stoker, and Twyman 2016).
Further, empirical studies suggest a gradient rather than a rural-urban dichotomy, with trust
decreasing from urban to rural areas in Europe (Kenny and Luca 2021). Additionally, this
decline in trust is mainly driven by individuals’ characteristics, with a ‘residual’ place-based
e ect (Mitsch, Lee, and Ralph Morrow 2021). Regarding the deprivation divide, regional
economic inequalities and wealth disparities across the EU can erode trust in both national
and supranational institutions, such as the European Union, and contribute to heightened
Euroscepticism (Dellmuth 2024; Lipps and Schra 2021; Mayne and Katsanidou 2022).
Nonetheless, individuals’ socio-economic status plays a similar role in in uencing trust and
moderates the e ect of place (Katsanidou and Mayne 2024; Lenzi and Perucca 2021).

By focusing on the question of to which extent political trust besides RPP support is
a ected by place, | add to this emerging political trust literature and identify both shared
and divergent relations of the e ects of place on both trust and RRP support.

1.2.3 The Subjective Dimension of Deprivation

One question that directly arises when analysing place and discontent from an
individual-level perspective is whether all individuals are equally a ected by place de-
privation. | argue that this is not the case and focus on feelings and subjective perceptions
as reinforcing and mitigating factors of place deprivation.

Even though the aggregate data often shows clear spatial patterns, the empirical
evidence for the existence of a place-discontent relationship is mixed and often weak at
the individual level. Some studies have, therefore, focused on the channels through which
place a ects discontent (Harteveld et al. 2022; Salomo 2019). However, Arzheimer and
Bernemann (2024) nd only minimal evidence that place resentment mediates the e ect



of local contextual conditions on, e.g. right-wing sentiment, even though the e ects of
individuals’ perceptions and feelings outweigh the e ects of place-based factors. The few
studies that investigate heterogeneous e ects show that place-based identity (de Lange, van
der Brug, and Harteveld 2023; Zumbrunn 2024) and socioeconomic characteristics (C rdova
and Layton 2016; Katsanidou and Mayne 2024; Lenzi and Perucca 2021) amplify the place
e ects.

However, what about feeling left behind and subjective perceptions of deprivation?
Previous research has established that emotional responses and perceptions are crucial in
shaping individuals’ political attitudes and how they process political information (Brader,
Valentino, and Suhay 2008; Danckert, Dinesen, and Stnderskov 2017). Thus, perceptions
can in uence citizens’ attitude formation and behaviour because people perceive facts about
their situation subjectively (Headey 1991) and deprived citizens sometimes even justify and
legitimate the status quo (Jost 2019). In political geography, citizens’ living places serve
as a political cue representing the status quo as it embeds information about the economic
condition and the provision of services. Hence, | analyse whether perceptions of deprivation
moderate the relationship between place-based factors and political discontent.

These perceptions of deprivation are not feelings or perceptions of place-based
grievances but are de ned as a general sense of one’s in-group or oneself not receiving
the fair share. The theoretical basis of the concept is relative deprivation, described as ‘the
judgment that one is worse 0 compared to some standard accompanied by feelings of anger
and resentment’ (H. J. Smith et al. 2012: 1) and can be either egocentric or group-based
(Runciman 1966). In this dissertation, | employ two di erentiations of the concept: feeling
left behind and perceived deprivation. In the case of feeling left behind, material deprivation
coincides with a lack of social recognition for the needs of one’s in-group and is based on
the concept of societal marginalisation (Bollwerk, Schlipphak, and Back 2022; Gidron and
Hall 2017; Inglehart and Norris 2016). This general sense of being deprived and lacking
recognition can stem from multiple sources. It can unite citizens who share this feeling
for di erent reasons, for example, their low incomes, low-skilled jobs, conservative values,
or rural residence (Bollwerk, Schlipphak, and Back 2022; Steiner, Schimpf, and Wuttke
2023). In contrast, perceived deprivation focuses on the egocentric perception of resource
distribution (Headey 1991; Tyler, Rasinski, and McGraw 1985). Once again, deprivation is
presented in general terms: the impression of not receiving one’s fair share.

In this dissertation, | test if individuals’ perceptions of deprivation amplify feelings
of discontent and shape political attitudes. This is based on the assumption that persons
who consider themselves as deprived and left behind are more likely to perceive and react
to local deprivation. Conversely, those who do not perceive deprivation may dismiss local
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disparities or shift blame elsewhere.

1.3 Mapping the German Landscape

Before summarising the three articles of this dissertation that tackle these research questions,
I will introduce key background information on Germany, which serves as the context for all
three articles.

In Germany, the role of place-based factors for attitude formation and voting behaviour
has long played a very subordinate role and was dominated by the east-west divide Even
three decades after reuni cation, di erences between east (former GDR) and west Germany
can still be observed, some of which overlap with the urban-rural divide, even if the decline
and exodus from (eastern) rural areas has slowed down (Heider et al. 2023; Tr ger 2022).
Nevertheless, public discourse on place-based deprivation has increased across Germany in
recent years, regardless of historical boundaries (Deppisch 2021). In response, the federal
government established the Commission for Equal Living Conditions in 2018 to develop
policy recommendations to address place-based inequalities. Place-based deprivation is
a prominent issue in German politics and has come into focus simultaneously with the
rise of the German RRP ‘Alternative for Germany’ (AfD), re ecting a broader trend in
Western Europe. An aggregate-level analysis of the 2017 and 2021 Bundestag elections
from an aggregate perspective reveals spatial patterns that indicate that the AfD performed
signi cantly better in smaller towns and villages than in cities, especially in the east (Ha ert
and Mitteregger 2023; Kl rner and Osigus 2021; Stroppe and Jungmann 2022).

Nevertheless, research on the relationship between place-based factors and political
discontent and AfD support, as well as other political attitudes, has yielded mixed results.
Qualitative studies indicate that the lack of public transportation and social infrastructures
drive dissatisfaction with politics and AfD support (Hillje 2018) and that AfD is successful
in more economically depressed neighbourhoods within both cities and rural areas (F rtner,
Belina, and Naumann 2020). Quantitative studies on the electoral success of the AfD show
that rural-urban di erences alone do not su ciently explain voting patterns (Schr der 2018),
but rural areas with negative demographic trends and low-income areas have exhibited
higher AfD vote shares (Franz, Fratzscher, and Kritikos 2018). The results reveal that in
eastern Germany, the relatively rural municipalities have comparatively high AfD vote shares,
whereas in western Germany, the fairly rural and the non-rural municipalities have similar
AfD vote shares (Deppisch, Osigus, and Kl rner 2022). Similarly, AfD support tends to be
stronger in areas with poor access to services but not necessarily in rural areas (Diermeier
2020). While economically challenged (Kurtenbach 2019) and low-income (Franz, Fratzscher,
and Kritikos 2018) areas have also demonstrated greater support for the AfD, economic
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dominance does not have a uniform e ect across eastern and western districts (Nickel and
Gro 2023). For right-wing sentiments, Arzheimer and Bernemann (2024) nd no e ect of
rurality after controlling for local conditions and individual traits. Similarly, Kiess et al.
(2024) reports that place-based factors lack signi cance and add no explanatory value.

The ambiguous ndings are less surprising given the complex spatial dynamics in
Germany. There are clear and pronounced regional disparities in place-based conditions,
but these dynamics do not follow simple patterns such as an urban-rural divide. Within
the cities, the neighbourhoods are very heterogeneous and range from gentri ed districts
to hotspot (‘Brennpunkt’) neighbourhoods. At the same time, rural areas range from
economically depressed peripheral regions to a uent, growing communities, emphasising
their diversity rather than a uniform state of disadvantage (K pper and Peters 2019; Lorenz
and Pischtschan 2025; Weingarten and Steinf hrer 2020). For example, the accessibility of
services such as public transport and medical care is a challenge in particularly remote areas
but is not a mutual problem for all rural areas (Deppisch, Osigus, and Kl rner 2022; K pper
2016), and an analysis of the development of medical care shows that there is no general
positive or negative trend in rural or urban regions (Reiter, Hecht, and Jehling 2024).

Against this backdrop, place-based deprivation is a salient topic due to the prevalent
regional disparities. However, a simplistic rural-urban divide, which treats both regions
as homogeneous and opposing entities, fails to capture the complex spatial relationship in
Germany (F rtner, Belina, and Naumann 2020). Therefore, the German case underscores
the need to account for the heterogeneity of regional, aggregate units and across place-based
factors. Moreover, focusing solely on AfD support as a manifestation of political discontent
o ers limited insights into Germany’s geography of discontent. As a welfare state with
average levels of political trust compared to the rest of the EU (Torcal 2017), Germany
provides an exemplary case for studying the place-trust relationship.

1.4 Empirical Studies

In this dissertation, | investigate the extent to which di erent place-based factors contribute

to political discontent, e.g. political trust, and its manifestations, e.g., preferences for radical-
right parties. Building on the rst ndings, | continue to ask why some individuals are
(more) a ected by place-based factors than others focusing on the subjective perceptions,
such as feeling of deprivation, as moderating factors. These overarching research questions
are addressed by three empirical studies, each with a di erent focus on speci ¢ sub-questions.
Figure 2 summarise the main explanatory factors, moderators, and outcomes of each of the
three articles.
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Figure 2. Articles of Dissertation Numbered by Order of Appearance

1.4.1 Left Behind in a Public Services Wasteland?

The rst article emphasizes the role of public service provision for trust in the national
government. It asks, rst, whether the accessibility of public services, namely hospitals,
train stations, and schools, reduces political trust independently of economic conditions,
and second, whether the accessibility or the change in accessibility of these services a ects
citizens’ trust.

The core argument of this article is based on two well-established ndings of political
trust research: First, citizens expect material bene ts as outcomes of political institutions,
and second, whenever the political system fails to produce the expected outcome, citizens’
trust in government erodes (Easton 1965; Hetherington 2005). In welfare states, the
satisfaction with and provision of public services is a crucial part of the expected outcomes of
political systems and accessible public services are essential in citizens’ daily lives (Kumlin,
Nem£ok, and van Hootegem 2024): |Is there a hospital nearby in case of a health emergency?
How far is the nearest train station for commuting to work or shopping in another city? Are
there schools close to home? If the state fails to provide accessible public services, it fails to
meet its citizens’ expectations, which, in turn, undermines political trust. Therefore, lower
levels of accessibility to public services should be associated with lower levels of political
trust in the national government.

Throughout the dissertation, | de ne accessibility of public services as the spatial
proximity between a citizen home and the location of a service facility (Levesque, Harris,
and Russell 2013; Weber 2003). In this article, | focus on three types of service facilities
that are of general interest health care, public transport, and education and compare
the e ects between them and the e ects of public services and other place-based factors.
In addition to providing public services, economic deprivation and the rurality of a place
have received the most attention in explaining the geographical divide in political trust
(Dellmuth 2024; Lenzi and Perucca 2021; McKay, Jennings, and Stoker 2021; Stein, Buck,
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and Bjtrn 2019). These factors are also at least partially correlated with the provision of
public services, making it necessary to show that the accessibility of public services has an
independent e ect on political trust.

This rst hypothesis of this article is based on the assumption that citizens perceive
low accessibility of services in their neighbourhood compared to other places in the state.
With the second hypothesis, | suggest that a decline in rather than a static lack of public
service accessibility is associated with a lower level of trust in the government. Citizens
should be particularly sensitive to temporal changes in the provision of public services
because the decline of services, such as the closure of a hospital, increases the salience of
these issues and is more noticeable and impactful than static low accessibility. When services
that were once easily accessible are withdrawn, citizens’ established routines are disrupted,
and they are more likely to perceive the government as failing to meet their expectations.
Previous studies linking political discontent to economic decline and adverse shocks suggest
that this development can trigger a reinforcing cycle of decline (Autor, Dorn, and Hanson
2016; Broz, Frieden, and Weymouth 2021).

The results of the rst study show that low accessibility of public services, particularly
train stations, is linked to low political trust, but e ect sizes are small. The accessibility of
schools and changes in hospital provision yielded no signi cant relation with government
trust.

1.4.2 Place-Based Deprivation, Perceived Deprivation and Political Trust

The second article builds on these ndings by asking whether subjective perceptions of
relative deprivation moderate the relationship between place-based factors and political trust.
In my rst article and similar works by others, researchers often observe a weak relationship
between place characteristics and political trust, radical right voting, or other indicators of
political discontent. One potential explanation that | explore here is that perceptions of
deprivation moderate the objective place-based e ects.

The second article, therefore, distinguishes between two factors in uencing trust
in the political system: outcome-oriented evaluations and perceptions of fairness (Tyler,
Rasinski, and McGraw 1985). First, | re-examine the direct relationship between objective,
place-based economic hardship and service provision with political trust, understood as the
outcome-oriented evaluation of the political system: Place-based deprivation is associated
with lower levels of political trust. Second, | focus on subjective perceived deprivation to
examine the e ect of the egocentric perception of resource distribution. The assumption
is consistent with the premises of political trust research: When citizens feel they are not
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receiving their fair share, their trust in political institutions should diminish .

Building on theories of distributive justice (Headey 1991), perceived deprivation can
also in uence how individuals interpret facts about their socio-economic situation, such as
local economic hardship or access to services. Citizens who feel deprived should be more
sensitive to objective place-based deprivation, which may reinforce the e ect of existing
disparities. Conversely, those who do not perceive deprivation may ignore contextual
information or attribute blame to individuals rather than institutions. The third hypothesis,
therefore, states that the negative relationship between place-based deprivation and trust is
expected to be stronger when citizens perceive themselves as relatively deprived.

The empirical analyses nd that place-based deprivation only partially correlates with
political trust, nding only small and, in the case of service accessibility, also not robust
e ects. In contrast, perceived deprivation is strongly correlated with political trust and
partially ampli es the e ects of place-based deprivation on political trust. Individuals who
feel relatively deprived are more a ected by their neighbourhood’s economic conditions,
suggesting that subjective feelings play a crucial role in the place-trust relationship.

1.4.3 Who Prefers RRP? On Being and Feeling Left Behind

The third article investigates the relationship between place-based deprivation and
positive evaluation of the German RRP AfD. The theoretical relationship between place and
trust and place and RRP support is similar: economic hardship and lacking services can
manifest in low levels of political trust and the support of RRPs who establish themselves
as advocates of the deprived and unrecognised. While there may be a correlation between
low trust levels and support for the RRP (Betz 1994; Lubbers, Gijsberts, and Scheepers
2002), it is crucial to recognise that individuals with low political trust might withdraw from
the political system entirely rather than vote for a radical party (Craig 1980). Additionally,
ideology, cultural values, and perceived threats such as increased competition for resources

are likely to have a more pronounced in uence on forming party preferences (Mudde 2007;
Rydgren 2007) Therefore, this third article highlights the need to take these di erences
into account and to analyse political discontent, e.g. political trust, and its manifestation,
e.g. radical-right party preference, separately.

The central research questions posed by the third article are: Is place-based deprivation
associated with positive ratings for the German radical-right party AfD, and are place-based
factors reinforced by subjective perceptions? Compared to the second article, | employ the
same approach to conceptualise place-based deprivation through economic deprivation and
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service provision, adding a measure of population density to examine the e ect of rurality,
which mainly served as a control in the previous studies. Thus, | hypothesise that citizens
living in a deprived or rural area are more likely to support a radical-right party.

In this article, | utilise the concept of ‘feeling left behind’ as a driver of RRP support.
Despite its frequent appearance in public and academic discourse, the concept of ‘feeling
left behind’ still lacks a clear theoretical framework (Betz and Oswald 2022; Goodwin
and Heath 2016). | de ne this term as the subjective feeling that the needs and concerns
of one’s in-group are not recognised and respected in society, building on the perceived
marginalisation scale (Bollwerk, Schlipphak, and Back 2022). The perceived marginalisation
scale is based on a multi-dimensional framework, focusing on the perceived lack of recognition
for various reasons, including low-income, low-skilled jobs, conservative values, and rural
residence. While relative deprivation theory remains central to this concept (Runciman
1966), the multi-dimensionality of social recognition and the group-based nature of the
concept is crucial, as radical-right parties position themselves as advocates for those feeling
excluded and challenge mainstream parties framed as maintaining the status quo. Thus,
my second hypothesis states that citizens who feel left behind are more likely to support a
radical-right party.

Additionally, | hypothesise that this subjective feeling moderates the place-based
e ects. Emotions and perceptions signi cantly in uence how individuals process information
cues (Brader, Valentino, and Suhay 2008; Danckert, Dinesen, and Sinderskov 2017), making
them more selectively attentive to information con rming their emotions. Assuming that
one’s living place serves as an informational cue (Bailey et al. 2013; Galster 2012), the
positive relationship between place-based deprivation and RRP support should be stronger
for citizens who feel left behind.

I nd that the lack of service provision, living in a rural neighbourhood, and feeling left
behind are positively associated with support for RRPs. The reinforcing relationship between
objective conditions and subjective perceptions is observed for rural residents. Residents
in less densely populated regions who feel left behind show a greater inclination toward
supporting RRPs compared to those in urban areas. In contrast, individuals who do not
feel left behind do not exhibit signi cant di erences in RRP support based on population
density.

1.5 Contribution

The main purpose of this dissertation is to contribute to understanding how place-based
factors in uence political discontent and its manifestation at the micro-level. Therefore, |
study the relationship between various indicators of place-based deprivation and political
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trust and RRP support in Germany, presented in three articles. The analyses show that
the relationship between static neighbourhood deprivation and (manifestation of) political
discontent is generally weak and varies based on a) speci ¢ neighbourhood characteristics
and b) individuals’ subjective perceptions of deprivation. The results speak to the larger
debate on the ‘geography of discontent’ in several ways by demonstrating

(1) the importance of considering the role of public service provision in shaping political
attitudes and behaviour,

(2) the impact of methodological advancements in spatial linking methods and ne-grained
contextual data,

(3) the need to di erentiate between di erent outcomes when studying place-based factors,

(4) that place is often not enough to explain political discontent, but subjective perceptions
of deprivation are crucial to understanding the place-based e ects on political trust and
radical-right support. Place as such is not a strong predictor of political discontent.

1.5.1 Adressing the Service Gap

The empirical analyses presented in this dissertation enhance our understanding of
how public service provision impacts political trust and support for RRPs. Public services
are essential to citizens’ daily lives (Vogler 2023). Previous research on the accessibility of
services mainly focused on countries with undeveloped or developing welfare state systems
and found that a lack of public services does not necessarily translate into political discontent
(Brinkerho , Wetterberg, and Wibbels 2018; Chukwuma, Bossert, and Croke 2019). In
European welfare states, studies emphasise that citizens’ experiences and perceptions of
service delivery subsequently a ect trust in the public sector or government (Bouckaert,
van de Walle, and Kampen 2005; van de Walle and Bouckaert 2003; van de Walle, van
Roosbroek, and Bouckaert 2008 ), but studies on the geography of discontent have so far
focused on economic and cultural divides. In my rst article, | nd that a lack of public
services, especially train stations, is associated with low political trust. Shortly after its
publication, my ndings were con rmed by two other studies that examined the e ect of
(changes in) public service provision and found that a lack of services increases support for
RRPs in Italy and Denmark (Cremaschi et al. 2024; Nyholt 2024). As such, | am one of the
rst to show that accounting for public service provision is necessary to fully understand
the ‘geography of discontent.

1.5.2 Leveraging Fine-Grained Data

Through my work, | contribute to understanding how integrating new data types
and methodologies advances our understanding of whether and which place-based factors
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in uence political discontent and its manifestations. The inclusion of public service provision

as a place-based factor goes hand in hand with methodological advancements because
it was necessary to construct measurements of respondents’ living conditions and the
accessibility of services as precisely as possible. In contrast, existing literature on place-
based deprivation has focused on sub-national variation but often uses broad geographic
units, such as municipalities or districts, that may not fully capture the relevant social
contexts that in uence citizens’ political attitudes, an issue also known as the Uncertain
Geographic Context Problem (UGCoP) (Kwan 2012b). The review of the German case has
demonstrated that municipalities or districts cannot capture the internal variation essential

to understanding the spatial dynamics in Germany. Hence, results on the geography of
discontent are likely to depend on the chosen aggregation level. This dissertation addresses
this gap using georeferencing, spatial linkage methods, and ne-grained contextual data from
multiple sources, going beyond the traditional linking of administrative boundaries. | present

a detailed examination of spatial variations in economic conditions and population density
by integrating survey responses with ne-grained structural data at a 1km x 1km grid level.
Additionally, | calculate the distance to the closest service facilities, such as hospitals and
train stations, allowing a more precise understanding of how service accessibility a ects
political trust and party support. This ne-grained geographic approach o ers several
advantages: it enables more precise measurement of place-based deprivation, captures spatial
variations that higher-level units might overlook, and allows the robustness of ndings across

di erent spatial aggregations to be tested. The exibility to adjust neighbourhood sizes
provides a way to evaluate how di erent spatial granularity levels a ect analyses in political
geography. My ndings show that e ect sizes and signi cance can di er across spatial
aggregation levels and place-based factors, especially when analysing public service provision.
This nding underlines the importance of advancing the eld with spatial linking methods
and increasingly available data on a ne-grained spatial level.

1.5.3 Disentangling Political Trust and Radical Support

This dissertation contributes to the growing body of research on political trust by
introducing a place-based perspective to this aspect of political discontent. During the time
that this dissertation has been written and the research conducted, placed-based explanations
have gained increasing attention in the study of political trust. Recent contributions focus on
sub-national regional disparities from a comparative perspective (Dellmuth 2024), moderating
e ects of place-based identities (Zumbrunn 2024), and the role of place resentment for trust
(Hegewald 2024). In this dissertation, | link research on political trust with the geography
of discontent, demonstrating that place-based factors, particularly service provision, can
serve as objective measurements to enhance our understanding of the performance-trust
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relationship. In the context of the left behind narrative and the previous ndings on the
subjective perceptions of service provision, it seems worthwhile to expand political trust
research to analyse the di erence between subjective and objective economic and political
performance measures. Furthermore, the ndings suggest that the persistent absence of
essential public services, such as train stations, is associated with diminished political trust.
In contrast, other place-based factors, including service decline and rurality, do not exhibit
a robust relationship. This result deviates from previous results on the decline of service
provision (Cremaschi et al. 2024; Nyholt 2024). Moreover, my ndings in the third article
on RRP support demonstrate that the (moderating) e ect of rurality plays a more crucial
role than service provision. This dissertation suggests that political trust and RRP support
do not always follow the same geographic patterns, despite the partial comparability of the
empirical studies. This highlights the need for further exploration and di erentiation of
place-based e ects across di erent political outcomes.

1.5.4 Going Beyond Objective Realities

My analyses contribute to the growing body of literature on subjective perceptions
in place-based e ect research, shedding light on the conditions under which these factors
in uence attitudes and behaviour. While the signi cance of place-based conditions is often
intuitively understood, theoretical discussions regarding when and for whom these conditions
become salient in attitude formation and political behaviour are still emerging. Prior studies
show that factors such as place-based identity (de Lange, van der Brug, and Harteveld 2023;
Zumbrunn 2024) and socioeconomic characteristics (C rdova and Layton 2016; Katsanidou
and Mayne 2024; Lenzi and Perucca 2021) amplify the e ects of place on political outcomes
like voting for radical-right parties, political trust, and Euroscepticism. As an extension of
this research, this dissertation builds on the study of emotions and feelings as activating
factors for political information cues (Brader, Valentino, and Suhay 2008; Danckert, Dinesen,
and Sinderskov 2017), an area largely unexplored within political geography. Speci cally, |
show that when citizens feel marginalised, or their people’s needs are overlooked, they are
more likely to incorporate place-based grievances into their political decision-making. My
empirical analysis shows that residents in less populated areas who perceive their social status
as unrecognised exhibit greater support for RRPs compared to their urban counterparts
sharing similar feelings. However, for citizens who feel respected and recognised, population
density makes no di erence to whether they support an RRP. Similarly, an increasing
proportion of low-income households in a neighbourhood a ects political trust only for those
who perceive themselves as relatively deprived. Although this is only a rst step towards
a theoretical-led discussion into the psychological underpinnings of mechanisms that drive
place-based e ects, it promises to be a fruitful avenue for future research.
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My ndings on subjective perceptions of deprivation also speak to a broader debate:
Are we truly experiencing a time where the signi cance of place in shaping political attitudes
and behaviour is more pronounced than ever? Do we live in a ‘place era’? First, | argue and
show that it is essential to focus on how people respond to their neighbourhood conditions
rather than examining the objective realities of those conditions. Second, | also nd that
besides the moderating e ects, the direct impact of place on political discontent diminishes
when controlling for attitudinal and socioeconomic factors, echoing similar studies (Arzheimer
and Bernemann 2024; Koeppen et al. 2021; Lenzi and Perucca 2021). These results contribute
to the eld by indicating that aggregate-level patterns may re ect compositional rather
than contextual e ects. Moreover, place attitudes, such as place resentment and place-based
identities, might be more relevant for understanding political discontent than objective
conditions (de Lange, van der Brug, and Harteveld 2023; Huijsmans 2023a; Jacobs and
Munis 2023). | stress the importance of examining the objective-subjective nexus, exploring
the conditions under which these e ects occur, and di erentiating more clearly between
objective place-based conditions and subjective perceptions. The relationship between place
and political discontent and its manifestations is more complex than previously assumed,
with subjective perceptions being vital for understanding this relationship and might be
even more vital than the objective place e ects.
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Chapter 2: Left Behind in a Public Services Waste-
land? On the Accessibility of Public Services and
Political Trust 3

Abstract:  Public discourse and scholars alike argue that the spatial divide in voting
behavior and attitudes is rooted in geographic inequalities that serve as breeding grounds
for political discontent. In previous studies, scholars have mainly focused on the economic
conditions to analyze how place-based context in uences the voting behavior of citizens.
However, this focus on voting behavior and a small set of contextual variables do not
allow us to draw direct conclusions as to how, and which, place-based factors relate to
discontent on the attitudinal level. | argue that speci cally the accessibility of public
service infrastructure serves as low-intensity information cue for citizens to evaluate the
political performance of modern welfare states. These evaluations complement objective
economic perceptions and are part of the performance-trust link. Hence, citizens should
trust the government less, if public service are not provided or only hard to access. |
test this relationship for the German case by spatially linking the addresses of survey
respondents with the location of public service facilities and collective municipal-level
data. The resulting unique data set allows to explore the relationship of the accessibility
of public service facilities and political trust as well as their temporal development.
Results of multi-level analyses indicate that shorter distances to train stations are
associated with increased trust in the government, but all other results for like the
change in provision stay inconclusive. The ndings implicate that a long-term lack of
public services contributes to geographically polarized discontent in Germany.

2.1 The Geography of Discontent

The geography of discontent is one of the emerging elds of studies concerned with explaining
attitude formation and political behavior from a place-based perspective. One reason for
the re-examination of place as an explanatory factor is the spatial pattern of right-wing
populist voting behavior in recent years, which has been echoed in the public controversy
3This article has been published here: Stroppe, A.-K. (2023). Left behind in a public services wasteland?

On the accessibility of public services and political trust. Political Geography, 105, 102905. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.polgeo.2023.102905
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about disadvantaged, rural places breeding resentment and populism in Western democracies
(Rodr guez-Pose 2018).

At the heart of these ‘left behind’ studies stands the argument that citizens living in relatively
disadvantaged areas have the perception that they lack access to most economic and social
resources. This impression leads to a sense of being left behind by globalization, national
economic development, and/or political elites (Cramer 2016).

To examine this mechanism, many empirical studies focus on how economically
deprived, rural places drive right-wing populist voting behavior. Research shows that
economic trade shocks (Autor, Dorn, and Hanson 2013; Colantone and Stanig 2018) or
long-term de-industrialization (Broz, Frieden, and Weymouth 2021) can set o a downward
spiral that leads to the electoral success of populist parties and Brexit support. Such
e ects occur across the US (Rodr guez-Pose 2018; Scala and Johnson 2017) and European
democracies (Carreras 2019; Dippel, Gold, and Heblich 2015; Evans et al. 2019). Even
if these studies point in the direction of geographic inequalities contributing to an up-rise
of discontent, the focus on voting behavior and a limited set of contextual variables do
not allow us to draw direct conclusions as to how, and which place-based factors relate to
discontent on the attitudinal level. One exception is the study by Harteveld et al. (2022) who
investigate multiple roots and paths through which context factors a ect populist radical
right voting behavior. They nd that attitudes preceding vote preferences have di erent
roots in rural and urban places. In addition, McKay, Jennings, and Stoker (2021) show that
communotropic distrust is particularly strong in rural areas with a weak local economic
status quo.

This paper builds on these studies in highlighting the need to further disentangle
contextual e ects and understand the antecedents of political behavior expressed on the
aggregate level. Speci cally, | investigate how political trust is in uenced by public service
provision, economic hardship, and demographic composition in Germany. If people lack
access to economic and social resources, they are likely to blame the state for their living
conditions and lose trust in the government. This theoretical mechanism originates from
works in the performance-trust framework (Luehiste 2006; van de Walle and Bouckaert 2001)
that are extended by conceptualizing citizens’ living conditions as perceived outcomes of the
political system. Nevertheless, the question remains which aspects of the living place should
factor into this framework. Based on previous studies, economic factors cannot be dismissed.
However, other factors besides the economic status should also in uence the perception of
the local living conditions. | argue that public service provision a ects trust independently.
On the one hand, some political economists argue that the lack of public services is a direct
consequence of long-term economic decline and mediates the economic e ects (Broz, Frieden,
and Weymouth 2021). On the other hand, Bock (2016) notion of rural marginalization
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has been empirically supported as a distinct phenomenon in the analysis of radical and
right-wing populist voting behavior in European countries (Bolet 2021; Harteveld et al.
2022). Besides, while empirical evidence suggests that class, wealth, attitudes, and party
preference in the US are still separated by the rural-urban con ict line (Gimpel et al. 2020),
in Germany the rural-urban divide cannot be reproduced as clearly (Deppisch, Osigus, and
Kl rner 2022). One reason might be that rural places vary in their access to public services
and economic strength in Germany. In essence, public service provision is of speci ¢ interest
to answer if and when living conditions translate into a negative government evaluation that
decreases trust, in addition to economic factors, composition, and rurality.

To study this relationship, | provide direct measurements of the distance between
public service facilities and residences of survey respondents by georeferencing and spatially
linking the addresses of a 2018 representative face-to-face study of the German population
with locations of hospitals, train stations, and schools. The calculated distances between
the respondents and the closest facilities are part of a comprehensive data set that includes
additional collective municipal-level data on the economic situation, job opportunities, the
composition of a municipality, population density, and their temporal development. The
results of several multilevel regressions indicate that the lacking provision of some public
services - especially public transportation but also hospitals - are associated with lower levels
of trust. However, other place-based factors do not show the expected e ects. Even more
surprisingly, the decline of living conditions yields no signi cant results.

In summary, this paper contributes to the emerging literature on the geography of
discontent in three ways. Firstly, previous literature often considers economic inequalities
the main, and sometimes the only, factor in determining discontent. However, neither
government performance nor left behind places need to be exclusively perceived through an
economic lens. In contrast, recent studies show that the diversity of factors contributing to
the geographic divide on the sub-national level is of speci ¢ interest to understand which
contextual factors matter most (Gimpel et al. 2020; Harteveld et al. 2022; McKay, Jennings,
and Stoker 2021). Based on insights of the trust literature, | apply the distinction between
economic and political performance factors. By analyzing non-economic regional indicators
that cover the political side of the performance-trust link, | examine if and when these
factors contribute to citizens’ trust in the government. Explicitly, the main focus is the
accessibility of public services and infrastructures that are regularly in the center of public
debates.

Secondly, this study links the theoretical work of Hetherington (2005) and Easton
(1965) on political trust and system support with the place-based left behind research. It
builds on the assumption that the evaluation of government performance is partly in uenced
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through cues from citizens’ place of residence. If these places are deprived, trust levels
should erode. The focus on the relationship of trust and place is of special interest in places
like Germany where the geographic divide in voting behavior has recently received much
scholarly attention (Deppisch, Osigus, and Kl rner 2022; Diermeier 2020; F rtner, Belina,
and Naumann 2020; Kurtenbach 2019) but the underlying mechanisms concerning the source
of discontent are yet to be discussed.

The third advancement this paper makes it to further address the methodological
approach of many, though not all, previous studies. Instead of relying on aggregate level data,
this study uses several ne-grained spatial measurements of place-based factors linked with
individual-level survey data. Thus, it builds on recent studies contributing more insights into
the individual-level attitudes and mechanisms (Harteveld et al. 2022; McKay, Jennings, and
Stoker 2021). With an increasing amount of available data, the possibilities to capture the
respondent’s living conditions more precisely grow. As such, this paper highlights di erent
operationalizations of accessibility measurements and their application.

2.2 The Performance-Trust Link

The belief that trust in government declines when citizens are unhappy with the outcomes
of the political system lies at the very core of political trust research? Political trust is the
degree to which people perceive that the government is producing outcomes consistent with
their expectations (Hetherington 2005: 9) and as such, a cognitive, evaluative orientation
towards political authorities and political institutions. This de nition is closely related to
Easton’s (1965) concept of political system support. In this framework, speci ¢ support can
be de ned as a performance-based and output-oriented evaluation of the political system
(van de Walle and Bouckaert 2001). Hence, political trust depends strongly on contextual
performance factors, i.e., outcomes of the political system, which are the basis for citizens’
evaluations of the executive institutions of the state. Whenever the political system does
not produce the expected outcome, citizens’ trust in the government should erode. A major
part of the trust literature focuses on material bene ts as expected outcomes of the political
system. The evaluations of this outcome can rely on one’s own economic situation (Healy,
Persson, and Snowberg 2017) or the perceived economic performance of the state (Hansford
and Gomez 2015). Both considerations in uence the con dence in political institutions

“In comparison to social or interpersonal trust, where two individuals develop mutual trust, political
trust describes a vertical relationship between two (or more) partners. Scienti ¢ literature accounts for this
di erence in some instances by di erentiating semantically between ‘trust’ in a mutual relationship and
‘con dence’ as a one-sided form of reliance on a partner (Schnaudt 2019). Others di erentiate between trust
and con dence on a more conceptual level by de ning con dence as a ‘represent belief on the capacity of an
agency’ (Norris 2017: 19). Acknowledging that the relation underlying interpersonal and political trust is
di erent, the term trust is used here to depict volatile evaluations of political actors.
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(Criado and Herreros 2007; Luehiste 2006; McAllister 1999; Zmerli 2013). The individual-
level characteristics and perceptions are accompanied and in uenced by contextual e ects.
The regional distribution of economic resources directly a ects job opportunities and income
levels but might be even more in uential as a source of information about the state of the
economy. Citizens are exposed to the conditions of their neighborhood in their daily lives and
these place-based context conditions serve as low-intensity information cues (Baybeck and
McClurg 2005; Cho and Rudolph 2008). Eventually, the adverse local conditions translate
into political opposition (Lipps and Schra 2021: 7) and can result in a spatial divide of
trust along the lines of regional disparities. Additional empirical studies on political trust
as part of the geography of discontent (McKay, Jennings, and Stoker 2021) emerging in
recent years nd mixed results. They highlight that it is necessary to distinguish between
sub-national factors, national contexts, and studied outcomes. Trust is lower in peripheral
areas in Norway but economic factors do not have a similar e ect (Stein, Buck, and Bjtrn
2019). People living in the ‘backwaters’ of the UK hold more grievances and are Eurosceptic
but do not express higher levels of distrust or democratic dissatisfaction (Jennings, Stoker,
and Twyman 2016). In contrast, people living in both economically deprived and less
populated areas in the UK hold more negative views about how well their community
is listened to by politicians (McKay 2019). Most recently, McKay, Jennings, and Stoker
(2021) focused on the place-based explanations of trust, perceived social marginality, and
perceived economic deprivation. They nd that people residing in economically deprived
and rural areas lack governmental trust and identify several, area-speci ¢ mechanisms. In
cross-country comparisons, EU support is depressed in economically challenged regions,
but intertwined with national trust and citizens’ education level (Lipps and Schra 2021;
Mayne and Katsanidou 2022). Besides the mixed results, this overview shows that the trust
literature is still limited in its geographic scope. For example, geographic trust divides
in the UK and US as ‘high inequality context’ are comparatively well studied while sub-
national studies of other European countries are sparse. Finally, economic factors are rather
omnipresent in studies on place and trust. However, when studying the performance-trust
link, it seems intuitive that the economic conditions are not solely shaping the relation of
trust and living conditions. Besides economic performance factors, citizens also expect their
nation state to ensure the provision of social services, infrastructure, and security (Dalton
2004; Luehiste 2014) in uencing the political system similarly to economic factors. But
which factors measuring sub-national inequalities should matter besides the economy, and
when?
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2.2.1 A Focus on Public Services

One answer highlighted in this study is the accessibility of public serviceS. Evalu-
ations of the welfare state play a crucial role in understanding individual political trust
levels in modern democracies where citizens have a clear expectation that a welfare state
provides su cient public goods (Kumlin and Haugsgjerd 2017). Several studies support this
assumption, shedding light on the role of satisfaction with the provision of public services for
political trust on an individual level (Christensen and Laegreid 2005; Criado and Herreros
2007; Luehiste 2006; van der Meer and Dekker 2011; Zmerli 2013). Furthermore, public
management studies show that experience with and perceptions of service delivery - often
analyzed from a micro performance perspective - add up to an evaluation of the quality
of public services, which then in uences trust in the public sector in particular, or the
government in general (Bouckaert, van de Walle, and Kampen 2005; van de Walle and
Bouckaert 2003; van de Walle, van Roosbroek, and Bouckaert 2008 ). An exception to these
studies with a focus on subjective perceptions are geographical approaches explaining the
relationship of service delivery and citizens’ perceptions of the government in developing
countries. Service provision is a core element of accountable governance and less accessible
services should induce dissatisfaction and distrust. However, empirical studies yield mixed
results (Brinkerho , Wetterberg, and Wibbels 2018; Chukwuma, Bossert, and Croke 2019).
From the left behind literature, one can conclude that - though studying other outcomes -
public service provision as an indicator for local marginalization and decreasing social and
cultural capital has an independent and similar e ect compared with economic performance
measures (Harteveld et al. 2022). Thus, public services seem of speci ¢ interest for analyzing
if their accessibility can function as an objective indicator for subjective perceptions in
Western democracies. In line with the theoretical arguments and previous empirical results,
the main hypothesis reads as follows:

H1: A lower accessibility of public services is associated with a lower level of
trust in the government.

Based on previous studies, | assume the same relationship for the above mentioned
context factors, namely: lower economic power, older demographic, and lower population
density.

2.2.2 Static Situation or Temporal Change?

Underlying the rst hypothesis is the assumption that citizens have a sense that their

5The accessibility of public services and socioeconomic infrastructure is here conceptualized as the spatial
proximity between a citizen and the location of a service facility (Levesque, Harris, and Russell 2013; Weber
2003).
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neighborhood is lacking services and experiences economic hardship relative to other places
in the nation. Newman et al. (2015) is one of the few studies with empirical support
for this assumption: the share of immigrants and the unemployment rate in the near
neighborhood of US citizens strongly correlates with the perception of local immigration and
job opportunities. Still, the discussion of the temporality of left behind places is part of the
yet needed speci cation of this concept (Pike et al. 2023). On the one hand, sustained spatial
disparities and stagnation of unfavorable living conditions can contribute to manifesting
distrust. On the other hand, citizens are known to react to temporal changes if politicized
on the national level (Hopkins 2010) and the left behind literature usually refers to a vicious
cycle of reinforcing decline that induces discontent (Broz, Frieden, and Weymouth 2021).
Thus, if change is the decisive root of place-based e ects, the following hypothesis can be
derived:

H2: A decline of accessibility of public services is associated with a lower level of
trust in the government.

Again, | assume the same relationship for the decline of economic opportunities,
increase in older demographic, and decline of population density.

2.2.3 Narrowing Down Salient Services in Germany

uUntil now, | have addressed public services and infrastructure as observable infras-
tructure facilities provided by welfare states. In this study, Germany serves as a case
study of an established welfare state with overall average political trust levels compared
to other EU countries (Torcal 2017). Studies on political discontent - often using voting
for the German radical-right party AfD (Deppisch, Osigus, and Kl rner 2022; Diermeier
2020) or turnout(Haussner and Kaeding 2019; Schaefer and Ro teutscher 2015) in federal
elections as a proxy for this concept - show an association with economic inequalities, lacking
service delivery, and rurality. Looking at the actual distribution of regional indicators (see
supplementary material, Figure Al), one can observe for all indicators that heterogeneity
exists between and within urban and rural municipalities taking population density as an
indicator for the level of rurality. ® However, some clusters emerge. Firstly, one can still
observe the persistent di erences between East (the area of the former GDR) and West
Teppisch, Osigus, and Kl rner (2022) point out in their paper the often simpli ed de nition of rurality.
While most studies, like this one, rely on population density and/or remoteness to proxy the rural-urban
spectrum, other factors such as settlement density, housing development, and land use add to a more complex
and arguably valid de nition. While agreeing with the authors that a simpli ed measurement of rurality
should not be the basis to draw a conclusion of the geography of either populist voting or political trust
in deprived areas, the analyses here opt for separating out the density dimension and include it as an

independent contextual predictor along economic, infrastructural and demographic indicators. Thus, less
dense areas are not inevitably more economically weak or lack infrastructure.
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Germany. Speci cally, the economic indicators, tax revenue and unemployment, illustrate
the East-West divide. Furthermore, clusters of a high share of elderly poses a challenge
only for some, mainly East German states (Salomo 2019). High levels of unemployment
are not only clustered in East Germany but occur increasingly in the urban centers in
West Germany. Within the areas of provided public services, accessibility of health care,
public transport, and education are identi ed by state institutions as the most important

to secure the provision of services of general interest (Bundesinstitut f r Bau-, Stadt- und
Raumforschung 2017). While the overall accessibility of services is rather good, the provision
of public services poses a particular challenge in some but not all remote places. In general,
the accessibility of public services in Germany is not solely determined by rurality but there
exists noticeable variation across rural areas (K pper and Peters 2019; Milbert and Furkert
2020). As such, | focus speci cally on these three areas that also have a high salience in
the public debate. For example, a controversy on hospital provision was initiated in 2019
by a report of the Bertelsmann Stiftung suggesting more than half of the German clinics
should be closed to nance a smaller number of larger, more specialized hospitals. The
COVID-19 crisis again draws public attention to the provision of health care in general
and the accessibility and capacity of hospitals in particular. While the discussion of school
provision focuses mostly on the attractiveness of a neighborhood, mobility through public
transport is decisive for many citizens in their daily lives. Between 2000 and 2017, nearly 200
train connections (approximately 2000 km of train lines) were closed with local initiatives
protesting the closure of stations or advocating for re-opening stations and lines which have
already been taken out of service for a long time (Eisenbahn Bundesamt 2023; Prengel
2022). Moreover, the German railway company (Deutsche Bahn AG) is nancially bene ting
from current climate change legislation raising the question of if and how they will dissolve
geographic inequalities in the accessibility to the rail network. As a consequence of these
controversies, the German federal government appointed a commission on Equal Living
Conditions in 2018, which is tasked to develop policy recommendations to address the issue
of inequality in - among others - these three areas.

2.2.4 Attribution of Responsibility

Is the federal government actually the one to blame for the (under) provision of health,
public transport, and education infrastructures? The German Federal State is partly involved
in nancing all three services and deciding on their location. Germany’s health system
is not technically a federal state system, but the national government decides on general
health policies, and the health system is mainly publicly funded. Thus, the German states’
governments are responsible for hospital planning, including the location of hospitals (Ridic,
Gleason, and Ridic 2012). When it comes to public transportation, the German railway
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company has a de facto monopoly for passenger transport by land. Regional transport
infrastructure lies in the hand of the state administrations, but needs to meet the objectives
of the national spatial planning law that aims at the regional equality of living conditions.

In contrast, education in Germany falls exclusively in the states’ responsibility, even though
the federal government is obliged to supervise the German school system. Thus, the states
are responsible for implementing this educational mandate.

Besides the governments’ actual role in providing these infrastructures, it might be
even more critical for citizens to perceive the federal government as responsible. The
attribution of responsibility in infrastructure provision is challenging because of the number
of (political) actors involved in the decision-making processes. In economic voting research,
several studies looked into the e ects of attribution of responsibility dealing with a similar
problem (Arceneaux 2006; Rudolph 2016). The empirical results show that even in low
clarity contexts, economic voting is still observable (Dassonneville and Lewis-Beck 2017),
but that information shortcuts become more critical. In these cases, citizens tend to blame
(or credit) the most inviting target (Norpoth 2001: 420). The same mechanism is at
work when it comes to political trust. In multi-level systems with several government
levels being responsible for each policy area, citizens are not able to di erentiate their trust
evaluations (Mueeoz 2017). Especially in the German health and transport sectors, the shared
responsibilities between federal and state governments are unknown to most citizens and
di cult to disentangle. In these contexts, the federal government should be the most inviting
target to blame for the shortcomings. The case is di erent when it comes to education
policies. The federal government has passed its sovereignty to the German states and is
prohibited by law to in uence the states’ education policies.” The hypothesis is, therefore:

H3: If the government is perceived as the responsible provider of services, lower
accessibility of public services is associated with a lower level of trust in the
government.

In the German case, lacking access to hospitals and train station should decrease
governmental trust but school accessibility should not have the same e ect.

2.3 Data and Measurements
2.3.1 Data Sources

To investigate these hypotheses, | use survey data from the German General Social
Survey (GGSS) 2018 (GESIS-Leibniz Institute for the Social Sciences 2019). The GGSS is

"Following this argument, one would expect that the lack of schools has a negative e ect on trust in state
governments. Unfortunately, such a measurement is missing in the data and the hypothesis cannot be tested.
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a representative cross-section study of the German population over 18 living in a private
household. In addition to the repeated core questionnaire, the GGSS 2018 included a module
on political attitudes containing all individual-level measurements. In the rst sample stage,
municipalities are selected with a probability proportional to their number of adult residents
and, in the second stage, the municipal registration o ces provide a random address sample
of individual persons to conduct the face-to-face interviews. To allow data linking and
ne-grained spatial analyses, the addresses of the GGSS 2018 respondents were geocoded
in accordance with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) following strict data
security regulations. For each address of the sample, the geocoordinate was determined by
using the Geocoding Service of the Federal Agency of Cartography and Geodesy (BKG)
(Schweers et al. 2016).2 Based on the geocoordinate, the respondents were mapped on
100x100m INSPIRE grid cells (European Commission 2020) and assigned the coordinate
of the centroid of the grid cell for data security reasons. Additionally, point coordinates
were retrieved for the location of hospitals, schools, and train stations to construct the
independent variables for the following analyses. Firstly, the location of hospitals was
obtained from the Federal Statistical O ce of Germany (Statistische "mter des Bundes
und der L nder 2019). The yearly published hospital register includes the addresses and
contacts of the hospitals’ main o ces in Germany. The annual data from 2003 to 2017
were georeferenced to create a complete panel data set of all hospital locations in Germany.
Secondly, point coordinates of train stations and additional information on the station type
are available via the open data portal of the German railway company (Deutsche Bahn 2017).
The year of reference is 2017. Thirdly, school locations were retrieved from the Points of
Interest data set, which is curated by the BKG (Bundesamt f r Kartographie und Geod sie
2018). The federal o ce collected and georeferenced the addresses of all German schools
relying on information provided by the Statistical O ces of the German states 2017/2018.
The last included data source provides additional context information about the living
environment of the respondents, their corresponding (collective) municipality. On the level

of collective municipalities, small German municipalities are merged into self-governed units,
which allows a better nationwide comparison between the very heterogeneous municipalities,
resulting in a total of 4668 German collective municipalities. This level o ers a more re ned
measurement than the often used district-level data, and at the same time the analyses can
prot from a broad range of indicators published by the Bundesinstitut f r Bau-, Stadt- und
Raumforschung (2022).

2.3.2 Operationalization

8The ‘ALLBUSS/GGS - Sensitive Regional Data’ (GESIS-Leibniz Institute for the Social Sciences 2018)
contains sensitive regional variables as an extension to the publicly available Scienti c Use File of the GGSS
2018. The access to the sensitive data is subject to access restriction but data can be analyzed onsite.
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Government Trust: The dependent variable of this study is trust in the German gov-
ernment. It is based on a question included in an item battery of the GGSS 2018 asking
about trust in political institutions. Respondents state their level of trust in the German
government on a 7-point Likert-scale ranging from Ono trust at all to 6 a great deal of trust

Accessibility of Public Services: The independent variables are de ned as the proximity
between a respondent and locations of public service facilities. As introduced before,
three types of facilities are examined: hospitals, train stations, and schools. For all three
facility types, the Euclidean (straight-line) distance in kilometers between a respondent
and the closest facility serves as proxy for the accessibility of public service facilitie$. The
measurements result from calculating distance matrices between survey respondents and
the service locations in Germany. The closest location was identi ed for each respondent
and the distance in kilometers retrieved from the matrix. For all models, | transform the
distance measurements by adding one unit and taking the logarithm. G recki and Marsh
(2014) established this transformed measurement when analyzing voter-candidate proximity
to account for the non-linearity in the model. Arguably, a 1 km change in the distance to
the next hospital does not have the same in uence on individuals’ perception if the person
lives in an urban or in a remote area. For distances smaller than 1 km, the logarithmic
function would increase rapidly, so one unit is added before the log-transformation.

Economic Hardship, Composition, and Rurality: Besides the distance measurements,
| also introduce several context-level measurements on the level of collective municipalities:
economic hardship, job opportunities, demographic composition, and population density
of the collective municipalities. Economic hardship is proxied with the logged mean tax
revenue per capita on the level of collective municipalities. With aggregated income levels
not available on this aggregation level, logged tax revenues capture the economic condition
as closely as possible, which is re ected in the correlation coe cient of 0.80 between logged
GDP and logged tax revenues per inhabitant at the district level. As a second indicator
of economic hardship, the subsequent analyses include the share of unemployed. As a
consequence of the exodus of young citizens, a place would be left with a relatively high
level of elderly citizens. This is why the share of citizens above the age of 65 is included as a
proxy in the analyses. Lastly, population density per km2 serves as a continuous measure of
rurality.

mght-line distance might di er in some instances from the actual travel time to a facility because

of physical barriers and road networks. Still, previous studies found that both measurements are highly
correlated and the added precision of the more complex calculation of travel time was without consequences

for the results (Boscoe, Henry, and Zdeb 2012; Phibbs and Luft 1995). Still, even though the Euclidean

distance is a straightforward operationalization to proxy travel time and suits the theoretical argument of
casual observation, it is not sensitive to all aspects of service provision.
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Individual-Level Controls: The following analyses include several individual-level control
variables that are known covariates of the trust items and could also confound the accessibility
measures. The theoretical section already mentioned that performance evaluations are also
based on economic performance. On the individual level, | include the perception of the
own economic situation ranging from Overy badto 4 very good Additionally, | include the
three most prominent covariates of governmental trust in the models: incumbent support,
political interest, and interpersonal trust (Keele 2007; Newton and Norris 2000; Zhao and
Hu 2017; Zmerli 2013). The variableincumbent support takes the value 1 if respondents
identify themselves as a partisan of one of the two coalition parties, as citizens tend to have
more trust in a government if it is controlled by their preferred party (Anderson et al. 2005).
Further, citizens who are interested in politics are more likely to understand the functioning
of the political system and feel able to in uence the political decision-making processes.
Given this, they are more likely to trust political institutions (Catterberg 2005). Therefore,

a 5-point Likert-scale measurespolitical interest. The general feeling that fellow citizens
are trustworthy should manifest in a generalized disposition a ecting other attitudes and
functions as a trait that spills over when evaluating political authorities and institutions
(Almond and Verba 1963; Gamson 1968).Interpersonal trust is measured on a scale from 0
One cannot be careful enougho 2 Most people can be trusted Additionally, | included a
measure of formal education,1° age in years, and gender as sociodemographic controls.

Summary statistics of all variables can be found in the supplementary material (Table
Al).

2.4 Results

For the following analyses, linear multilevel regression models with a random intercept and
state xed e ects are estimated clustering the observations on the collective municipal-
level. Multilevel modelling is necessary because the 2-stage sampling method leads to the
clustering of respondents, as do the context-level variables. Survey weights are applied in all
calculations to account for the oversampling of East German municipalities.

2.4.1 Inaccesibility of Services, Economic Opportunity, and Oopulation

The rst models depict the main e ects of the log of the straight-line distance to
the public service facilities on trust in the German government (Figure 2.1 & Table 2.1) .
Based on the outlined theoretical argument, a higher distance to the closest service facility
®The measurement is based on thelnternational Standard Classi cation of Education and recoded to

three levels: lower secondary education and lower (1), upper secondary and post-secondary (2), short-cycle
tertiary and higher (3).
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Note. Predicted marginal e ects. Data Sources: GGSS 2018, Federal Statistical O ce 2017, and BBSR 2022.
Fitted Models: OLS multi-level random e ect regression with state xed e ects. Survey weights are applied.

Figure 2.1. Interaction Plot Distances, Societal Group, and Trust in Government

should be associated with a decrease in trust levels. The same should apply for the other
contextual factors: economic hardship and job opportunities, population composition and
density. In the main models, the distance to the closest hospital (Model 1) and train station
(Model 2) are the only variables of interest that reach statistical signi cance. The distance
to the closest train station keeps its signi cance level when controlling for all other distance
measurements (Model 4). As expected, the distance to the closest school (Model 3) does not
relate with political trust but it seems surprising that none of the other context-level factors
(tax revenue, unemployment, population density, and share of elderly) shows a signi cant
association with the dependent variable, either. In contrast, individual-level factors seem to
be more important for the trust relationship: a preference for the incumbent party, higher
interpersonal trust, and a positive evaluation of the own economic situation are associated
with higher trust levels.

To check the robustness of these ndings, alternative model speci cations and opera-
tionalizations were tested. All tables can be found in supplementary material 1. Ordered
logit multilevel models, which are implemented to safeguard against bias due to the ordinal
nature of the dependent variable, indicate that the e ect of station distance holds under
several alternative model speci cations but the distance to the closest hospital is not as
robust (Table A2). This nding is repeated in additional tests, e.g. when running the same
OLS models with one distance measure or other contextual factor at a time to rule out that a
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Table 2.1

Full Models Distance to Public Service Facilities and Trust in Government

MLV-1 MLV-2 MLV-3 MLV-4
Distance Closest Hospital (log)  :09 (:04) :08 (:05)
Distance Closest Station (log) :11 (:05) :11 (:05)
Distance Closest School (log) :04 (:07) 11 (07)
Individual Level
Incumbent Preference .66 (:05) :66 (:05) :65 (:05) :65 (:05)
Interpersonal Trust :32 (:03) :32 (:03) :32 (:03) :32 (:03)
Political Interest :02 (:03) :02 (:03) :01 (:03) :02 (:03)
Own Economic Situation :35 (:03) :35 (:03) :35 (:03) :35 (:03)
Women :16 (:05) :16 (:05) :16 (:05) :16 (:05)
Education (middle) :06 (:10) :06 (:10) :06 (:10) :07 (:10)
Education (high) 11 (:10) 11 (:10) 11 (10) :10 (:10)
Age :00 (:00) :00 (:00) :00 (:00) :00 (:00)
Municipality Level
Tax Revenue (log) :08 (:28) :01 (:28) :04 (:28) :06 (:28)
Population Density 116 (:22) 116 (:21) :01 (:22) :20 (:22)
Share of Elderly (> 65) :04 (:23) :04 (:23) :03 (:23) :04 (:22)
Unemployment Rate :07 (:24) :09 (:23) 11 (:24) 110 (:23)
State FE Yes Yes Yes Yes
No. Observations 3041 3041 3041 3041
No. Municipalities 149 149 149 149
with state xed e ects. Survey weights are applied. Standard errors reported in parentheses. p < 0:00%;

p< 0:01; p< 0:05.

correlation of the contextual level variables biases the results (Table A3). The analyses show
that the ndings for the distance to the next station are consistent but the other context
factors are still not reaching conventional signi cance levels.!! | also include district xed

e ects - rather than the state xed e ects - in the model to safeguard against any unobserved
variables in uencing the results. None of the distance or context level measurements reach
signi cance in this speci cation (Table A4).

However, this result might simply re ect the lacking variance at this aggregation
level (with often only one collective municipality located in a district). Besides these
model speci cations, | test alternative measurements of service provision to check whether
alternative conceptualizations of accessibility apply here (see Apparicio et al. (2017) for
a discussion of several alternatives). To capture the overall accessibility and provision of
services in Germany for a respondent, the mean distance to all facilities was calculated

" The collective municipality measurements are also not yielding towards signi cant result when excluding
the distance measure and including each indicator separately (supplementary material 1I; Table A8).
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for each respondent and service type. The number of service facilities within a 10- and
20-km bu er zone are also tested, following the assumption that respondents might rank
the choice between several options in close proximity higher than shorter distances to the
closest location. None of the alternative measures reach statistical signi cance (Table Ab).
The raw distances to the closest facility yield the same results as the main models (Table
A6). Further, the main models include all public service facilities regardless of their type.
However, additional characteristics were available for the included facilities which allowed for
the sub-sampling of locations that might be more decisive in citizens’ perception: hospitals
o ering basic care!? or a maternity ward, long-distance train stops, primary and secondary
schools. Again, the Euclidean distance to these facilities were calculated and the distance
to the closest facility retrieved. Neither the often-discussed accessibility of hospitals with
maternity wards or providing basic care nor the distance to the closest long-distance train
stations or di erent school types (primary and secondary schools) show the expected results
(Table A7).

In two additional analyses, | investigated if the ndings change when a sub-sample
analysis of rural, suburban, and urban municipalities is applied (supplementary material I11)
or when the interaction e ects of service accessibility and belonging to a social group that is
more likely to rely on these services are considered (supplementary material IV). Again, the
results stay inconclusive.

In light of these robustness checks, the general assumption that the inaccessibility of
public services, economic hardship, and population composition are associated with trust in
the government (H1) does not hold in all circumstances. The only signi cant and mostly
robust nding of this rst set of analyses is that an increasing distance to the closest train
station is related to a decrease of political trust. When assessing the hypothesis that citizens
only blame the government if it is perceived as the provider responsible for these services
(H3), the presented results are not completely comprehensive but point in the expected
direction. The results support the hypothesis because the inaccessibility of schools does not
have an e ect on governmental trust but the opposing e ects of health provision proves not
to be robust. Previous studies have highlighted that it may be the change in the economic
or social situation of a neighborhood, not the status quo, that in uences political behavior
and attitudes. | turn to these issues next.

2.4.2 The Perception of Temporal Change

Living conditions should become (more) decisive for government evaluations if citizens

12Hospitals with at least one of these service o erings and/or specializations qualify as hospitals who
provide basic care: internal medicine, general surgery, trauma surgery, orthopedics.
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experience eroding infrastructures, economic decline, and an exodus of young people. Even
though we would assume that this mechanism appears for both the distance to train stations
and hospitals, data are only available to test this hypothesis for hospital locations. Changes
in distance to the closest hospital, tax revenue, unemployment, and share of elderly citizens
is calculated for two time points (5 and 10 year change). The models yield no signi cant

e ects (Table 2.2), neither do robustness checks including each change factor separately
(Table A10). Hence, the second hypothesis nds no support in this analysis.

Table 2.2

Temporal Change and Trust in Government

5 Years 10 Years

5 Year Change
Distance Closest Hospital (5 Years) :02 (:01)

Tax Revenue (5 Years) :00 (:00)
Population Density ((5 Years) :00 (:00)
Share of Elderly (> 65) (5 Years) :00 (:04)
Unemployment Rate (5 Years) :04 (:05)
10 Year Change
Distance Closest Hospital (10 Years) :01 (:01)
Tax Revenue (10 Years) :00 (:00)
Population Density ((10 Years) :00 (:00)
Share of Elderly (>65) (10 Years) :00 (:02)
Unemployment Rate (10 Years) :02 (:03)
State FE Yes Yes
Individual Level Controls Yes Yes
No. Observations 3041 3041
No. Municipalities 149 149

multi-level random e ect models with state xed e ects. Survey weights are applied.
Standard errors reported in parentheses. Full models reporten in Table A9 in the
supplementary material. p< 0:001; p< 0:01, p< 0:05

2.5 Discussion

The results of these analyses stand in stark contrast to previous analyses which mostly
attribute citizen dissatisfaction and the rise of right-wing populist parties to subnational
economic changes (Carreras 2019; Dippel, Gold, and Heblich 2015; Evans et al. 2019).For
Germany, | nd that (static) distance to the nearest train station has an independent e ect

on citizens’ trust in the national government, even when controlling for static economic
contextual conditions and in the absence of e ects of economic decline. Remarkably, Guilluy
(2018) nds a similar e ect for the relationship between station accessibility and the electoral
success of right-wing populist parties in France. But how can such ndings be explained
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in the German context? Comparing the e ects of the three areas of public services, the
distance e ects for public transport might stand out for two reasons. First, a heterogeneous
group of citizens rely on public transport for their daily lives: young adults travelling for
social activities, commuters, and those who cannot a ord or do not drive a car. In 2017,
about nine million Germans did not live within walking distance of a regularly served public
transport station (Bundesinstitut f r Bau-, Stadt- und Raumforschung 2017). Hospitals,

by comparison, are less regularly frequented and can be partially supplemented by on-
call medical services. The relevance of school accessibility depends more on the family
situation and, as mentioned, the federal government is not accounted for their provision.
Thus, individual-level factors other than those tested in the additional analyses as limited
proxies for the need for speci c services may be at play. Individual characteristics, such
as social class, could further in uence access to public services. Second, public transport
is a particularly charged topic in the national discourse. In addition to complaints about
delays and controversies over redevelopment mega-projects such Stuttgart 21, newspapers
report that more than 100 cities have been disconnected from the long-distance rail network
over the past two decades, including medium-sized cities with almost 250,000 inhabitants
such as Chemnitz and Krefeld (Luik 2021). Also, between 2000 and 2017, nearly 200 train
connections were shut down and local initiatives protest against the closure of stations or for
the reopening of stations and connections that have been closed for a long time (Eisenbahn
Bundesamt 2023; Prengel 2022). The latter may also indicate that station closures need
not be the only source of frustration: The persistent absence of services can have a similar
e ect. Thus, these discussions are reinforced by questioning how the lack of infrastructure
threatens the quality of life and how the German railway company contributes to changing
transport policies towards more sustainability. Against this background, the nding on
station accessibility suggests that macro-level factors such as the national debate can serve
as an activator and in uence which aspects of a place are associated with political distrust.
Overall, this interpretation of the results is related to the overall argument of the article:
Access to public services can play a role in linking services and trust, but which services and
when seems to depend on micro and macro factors. The non-results on the economic context
also need to be explained. The average unemployment rate of 5.7% in Germany in 2017
was one of the lowest rates since German reuni cation and among the lowest rates of all
OECD countries. Even with a variation of 0.7% to 15.2% across all German municipalities,
the unemployment rate may not be high enough to in uence the government’'s assessment.
Moreover, a lower unemployment rate does not necessarily mean that economic conditions
have improved. In East German municipalities in particular, the falling employment rate

is often a consequence of ’'passive reorganization’: the volume of work and the number of
people in work are declining at the same time. This means that a change in the numbers
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may not re ect a change in the actual situation of the citizens. Finally, the result also
plays into the paradox of the relationship between economic performance and trust: while
subjective assessments of economic performance and political trust show a strong and robust
relationship, objective measures yield mixed results in explaining di erences in trust levels
sometimes depending on the level of aggregation and operationalizations (van der Meer and
Zmerli 2017).

2.6 Conclusion

This study’s launching point was the question of whether, and when, a lack of public service
infrastructure, economic hardship, and/or a neighborhood’s population composition translate
into low levels of trust in the German government. The only relationship that proved to
be robust was that the inaccessibility of train stations is associated with lower trust in the
government, with hospital inaccessibility pointing in the same direction. The inaccessibility
of schools, low tax revenues, high unemployment, a high share of elderly people, and low
population density, in contrast, are not associated with distrust. It might be even more
puzzling that a change in service provision, economic situation, or population composition
and density has no e ect on the trust levels of the a ected residents. The discussion of
results underlines that the empirical focus on voting behavior and a small set of contextual
variables do not allow us to draw direct conclusions as to which and how place-based factors
are related to underlying attitudes like political trust. Reversing this argument, the ndings

for political trust might only be an indication for similar e ects when shifting the focus

on behavioral outcomes. However, this study has shown that place-based measurements
can indeed function as objective measurement to further approach the performance-trust
link. In the context of the current left behind narrative and the previous ndings on the
subjective perceptions of service provision, it seems worthwhile to expand political trust
research to analyze the di erence and the interaction - between subjective and objective
economic and political performance measures. Still, some limitations of this study and
avenues for further research need to be addressed. When examining attitudes towards the
German state from a geographical perspective, the former division into West and East
Germany still in uences living conditions. For example, the rural-urban divide in terms of
economic strength is more pronounced in Eastern Germany. In addition, much of the East
German infrastructure was restructured after reuni cation, leading to the closure of some
public services, the improvement of railroad infrastructure, and the reopening of cross-border
connections. Future research could further investigate these possibly interacting e ects on a
more comprehensive data basis than was possible here.

One limitation that this study inevitably faces concerns sorting e ects. Citizens
might self-select by moving to or remaining in neighborhoods based on their predisposition,
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including political attitudes (Cho, Gimpel, and Hui 2013; Gimpel and Hui 2015; Maxwell
2019) but also needs for public services, resources, and forms of living (e.g. on residential
self-selection in Germany R ssel and Hoelscher (2012); Scheiner (2014)). Furthermore,
cultural, arguably historically grown, di erences in the composition of regions can contribute
to the politically divided landscapes (Dijkstra, Poelman, and Rodr guez-Pose 2020; Maxwell
2020). Hence, found e ects might simply mirror the existing neighborhood composition. The
threat of endogenous ndings due to the self-selection of respondents into contexts cannot
be resolved within the scope of this study and without longitudinal data. One way to face
this limitation was to include several individual- and contextual-level factors to safeguard
against omitted variables and show the robustness of the relationship between place and
trust.

A methodological advancement of this study is to construct measurements to capture
the living conditions of respondents as precisely as possible. Speci cally, the measurement
of service accessibility gives an example for future research to employ measurements that
are not bound to neighborhoods de ned by administrative borders. This advancement
will bene t future research even more when more longitudinal data become available to
further analyze change. However, the scale of the additional contextual data - collective
municipalities - needs to be handled with caution because the size of the area and population
vary greatly between these administrative units. For some respondents, we might be unable
to capture the reference unit on which their assessment of the government's economic
and political performance is based. The tested measurements of service provision o er a
rst insight on how to safeguard against this issue, but the remaining operationalizations
are still constrained to one spatial scale. Still, the collective municipality seems to be
the most approximate scale available on which citizens perceive and attribute contextual
conditions to their own living situation and the feeling of being left behind. In this regard,
an important path for future research will be to more closely investigate the relationship
between place-based measurements and the subjective perceptions of citizens living under
these conditions. How does the actual accessibility of public service facilities deviate from
citizens’ perceptions? And does an objective lack of service provision translate into grievances
and deprivation? The initial empirical evidence points towards mediating e ects of relative
deprivation, grievances, and perceived marginalization (McKay 2019; Salomo 2019) of the
living place. The development of appropriate measurements to capture both the relevant
point of reference and the feeling of being left behind are only two of the challenges along
this research path.

Finally, the question remains as to what these ndings mean for service provision
and policies to improve local living conditions in Germany. The ndings suggest that some
areas of Germany have long lacked access to some public services and that the persistent
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lack - and not the decline - is associated with a manifestation of political distrust. The
situation will most likely continue considering that experts often call for a cost-e cient
focus to support urban centers and not invest in a nationwide provision of public services
(Diermeier 2020). The recent decision to invest in public transportation through discount
ticket prices re ects this trend: citizens without access to public transportation will hardly
pro t from such a policy. In the future, it might be necessary to reconsider this approach to
counter the manifestation of geographically polarized discontent.
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| Data Description

Figure Al. Regional Distribution of Disparities in Germany
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