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Regional resentment in the Netherlands: A rural or peripheral
phenomenon?
Sarah de Langea , Wouter van der Bruga and Eelco Hartevelda

ABSTRACT
We study ‘regional resentment’, or the feeling that one’s region is not treated rightly by citizens and elites from other
regions, in a European context. Is this mainly a rural or a peripheral phenomenon, or do these two contextual
characteristics matter equally? We present three survey items to measure regional resentment, field it among a
geocoded representative sample of 8000 Dutch citizens stratified by region and urbanity, and show that they create a
valid scale. Regional resentment differs between urban and rural areas, but is especially strong in peripheral and
deprived areas, and amongst citizens with strong place-based identities.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Political attitudes and behaviours tend to be unevenly dis-
tributed across different areas within countries. In particu-
lar, anti-EU and anti-immigrant sentiments (Czaika & Di
Lillo, 2018; Dijkstra et al., 2020), support for populist
(radical right) parties and candidates (Albertazz & Zulia-
nello, 2021; Arzheimer & Berning, 2019; Gavenda &
Umit, 2016; Scala & Johnson, 2017), political distrust
(Kenny & Luca, 2021; Mitsch et al., 2021; Stein et al.,
2021) and voting in favour of Brexit (Becker et al., 2017;
Johnston et al., 2018; Lee et al., 2018) cluster in areas
which Rodríguez-Pose (2018) calls the ‘places that don’t
matter’. The literature demonstrates that the discontent
experienced in these places is rooted in where citizens
live and how they experience their area. Many citizens in
these areas believe that elites, who live in places that ‘do
matter’, ignore the interests of their area, do not give
them their ‘fair share’ and do not respect their way of
life (Cramer, 2016; Munis, 2020; Rodríguez-Pose,
2020). For this reason, this particular kind of territorially
rooted discontent has been labelled ‘place resentment’
(Munis, 2020).

However, it remains unclear in what kinds of areas this
form of resentment is most prevalent, and amongst what
kinds of citizens. Some scholars have argued that it is par-
ticularly strong among citizens living in rural areas (e.g.,
Cramer, 2016; Scala & Johnson, 2017), while others

claim that citizens living in peripheral areas are most likely
to experience it (e.g., Guilluy, 2019). Distinguishing the
two is important, because rurality and peripherality consti-
tute different experiences and the two oppositions only
partially overlap. Rural areas can be centrally located
(that is, close to a country’s centre of cultural, economic
and political dominance), while cities can also be located
in the periphery (that is, far away from a country’s centre
of cultural, economic and political dominance). While rur-
ality and peripherality might both coexist as drivers of
place resentment, the reasons behind this type of discon-
tent might be different. People in rural areas might feel
that city folks do not respect their way of life, while inhabi-
tants of cities in peripheral areas may sense that those who
live in the cultural and economic centre of the country do
not respect them enough. So, distinguishing between the
two is crucial for a clear understanding of the distribution
as well as the roots of this type of discontent.

While rurality and peripherality are both considered to
be related to different types of discontent, these two
dimensions have not been tested simultaneously, nor
have they been examined extensively outside of the United
States. Existing studies on Europe have focused on forms
of discontent that are not place-based (such as political
trust; e.g., Mitsch et al., 2021; Stein et al., 2021) and
often study aggregate correlations (such as regional econ-
omic deprivation and populist party support; Rodríguez-
Pose, 2018; or linguistic peripherality and support for
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the populist radical right; Ziblatt et al., 2019). While these
studies yield important insights, it remains to be seen
whether place resentment can be successfully operationa-
lized in Europe and whether place resentment is mainly
a rural or mainly a peripheral phenomenon, or that the
two dimensions coexist.

Our paper answers these questions, focusing on the
Netherlands. The Netherlands is one of the smaller and
most densely populated countries in Europe. Conse-
quently, distances between urban and rural areas, as well
as between the periphery and the political, economic and
cultural centre are small. Moreover, the highly fragmented
Dutch party system has not been structured by the urban–
rural and centre–periphery cleavage (e.g., Lipset & Rok-
kan, 1967), and the electoral and media system are highly
centralized. Finally, the Netherlands is amongst the Euro-
pean countries with the lowest levels of regional inequal-
ities (Muštra & Škrabić, 2014) due to its strong welfare
state. Hence, it is in many respects a least likely case to
find regional resentment. Moreover, in terms of its struc-
tural features, the Netherlands the polar opposite of the
UK and the US, the countries in which the geographical
of discontent has been studied most frequently. The litera-
ture suggests that strong geographical divides are most
likely to occur in electoral systems with single-member
districts (Rodden, 2019), such as those used in the UK
and the US. However, with its purely proportional elec-
toral system without districts, the Netherlands is not
only a least likely case to find regional resentment, but
also more generally to find geographical divides in citizen
attitudes.

Our paper makes three contributions to the literature
about the geography of discontent. First, we apply the
concept of place resentment, developed by Munis (2020)
in the US, to the Dutch context. While our concept is
the same as Munis’s (2020) concept ‘place resentment’,
we prefer the term ‘regional resentment’ as this is linked
more closely to the areas that people identify with, at
least in the Dutch context. We define ‘regional resent-
ment’ as the sentiment that one’s region is not treated
well by those from other regions, whether these are elites
or citizens. Our operationalization of this concept, which
consists of three survey items that capture the cultural,
economic, and political dimension of place resentment,
allows respondents to rely on their own understanding
what constitutes ‘their region’.

Second, we examine whether these survey items pro-
duce a reliable and valid measure of the theoretical con-
cept. We administer the items to a georeferenced
representative sample of 8000 Dutch citizens, which was
stratified by province and urbanity. The fact that our
sample is large and spatially stratified, combined with
very fine-grained georeferencing at the neighbourhood
level, allows us to make inferences about citizens in a
wide range of contexts. We test the construct validity of
the operationalization by demonstrating that the three
items form a strong Mokken scale. We test the discrimi-
nant validity by comparing this scale with a well-known
battery measuring populist attitudes (Akkerman et al.,

2014). While the two scales are related, as expected, the
analyses show that regional resentment is distinct from a
general dislike of (political) elites. Although our operatio-
nalization of regional resentment differs somewhat from
Munis’s (2020) operationalization of place resentment,
we arrive at very similar conclusions.1 Place resentment
and regional resentment can be measured in a valid way
as individual level attitudes, and are distinct from related
attitudes measuring, for example, support for populism.

Third, we examine explanations for individual level
variation in regional resentment, and study whether it is
particularly prevalent in rural or peripheral areas. As far
as we are aware, no study exists that has compared the
impact of rurality and peripherality on regional resent-
ment. We show that feelings of regional resentment are
slightly stronger in rural areas than in urban areas, but
the effect of rurality is weak. Regional resentment turns
out to be mainly a ‘peripheral’ phenomenon, in the sense
that these feelings are especially strong in areas located
further from the political, economic and cultural ‘centre’
in Netherlands. Moreover, these sentiments are stronger
in the areas that experience economic and demographic
decline. At the individual level these feelings are stronger
amongst citizens with higher levels of regional identifi-
cation and lower levels of education.

We conclude that regional resentment is prevalent in
the Netherlands, even though it is an unlikely case for
finding it. It therefore seems plausible that regional resent-
ment, or other forms of place resentment, will also exist in
other European countries, even when these countries his-
torically are not characterized by strong geographical
divides and do not display large geographical inequalities.
We also conclude that, despite a natural inclination to per-
ceive spatial oppositions along urban–rural lines (Jansson,
2013), the geography of discontent in the Netherlands
reflects primarily feelings of resentment of the periphery
towards the centre, much more than resentment of rural
areas towards the cities.

2. THEORY

Social and political geography is back as an explanation for
a wide range of political phenomena, including anti-immi-
grant sentiments (Czaika & Di Lillo, 2018), Euroscepti-
cism (Dijkstra et al., 2020), political trust (Mitsch et al.,
2021; Stein et al., 2021), voting for populist (radical
right) parties and candidates (e.g., Albertazz & Zulianello,
2021; Arzheimer & Berning, 2019; Di Matteo & Mar-
iotti, 2020; Essletzbichler, 2018; Fitzgerald, 2018;
Gavenda & Umit, 2016; Scala & Johnson, 2017), and vot-
ing in favour of Brexit (e.g., Becker et al., 2017; Essletz-
bichler, 2018; Johnston et al., 2018; Lee et al., 2018).
More generally, it is especially popular when trying to
account for discontent with (mainstream) politics, with
research studying the geography of discontent in Europe
(e.g., Di Matteo & Mariotti, 2020; Fitzgerald, 2018;
Gavenda & Umit, 2016; Guilluy, 2019; McCann, 2020;
McKay, 2019; Rodríguez-Pose, 2020) and the US (Cra-
mer, 2016; Hochschild, 2016; Munis, 2020; Rodden,
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2019). In this section we propose the concept of regional
resentment to better understand these phenomena, and
subsequently discuss in which areas and among which citi-
zens it is likely to be most prevalent.

2.1. Defining regional resentment
Citizens tend to have a place-based social identity that is
constructed around feelings of attachment to the geo-
graphical area (e.g., the neighbourhood, town or village,
or region) in which they live (Cramer Walsh, 2012,
2016; Fitzgerald, 2018; Munis, 2020). Under certain cir-
cumstances, this positive in-group identity might result
in feelings of resentment towards out-groups living in
other geographical areas. Munis (2020) refers to this
phenomenon as ‘place resentment’. For various reasons,
place-based identity and resentment are closely connected.
Citizens with strong place-based identities tend to have
perceptions of the ways in which this geographical area
is doing culturally, economically, and politically (Ziblatt
et al., 2020). Moreover, they are more likely to feel person-
ally affected if they perceive the local community to be
under threat (Fitzgerald, 2018), and they are also more
likely to experience a sense of resentment when they per-
ceive that their area suffers from some form of distributive
injustice.

Cramer (2016) argues that citizens in rural areas have
developed a ‘rural consciousness’ that has spilled over
into feelings of ‘rural resentment’. However, similar feel-
ings of resentment exist in urban areas in regions in
which many citizens feel ‘left behind’ (Rodríguez-Pose,
2018). We therefore prefer a concept that does not define
a priori in which types of larger geographical areas place
resentment is strongest. We introduce the concept of
regional resentment, which we define as the sentiment
that one’s region is not treated well by elites and/or citizens
from other regions.2 In line with the work of Cramer
(2016) and Munis (2020), we acknowledge that this senti-
ment has a political, economic and cultural dimension. It
comprises the feeling that (1) politicians and policy makers
overlook your region, (2) your region is not getting its fair
share and (3) people in your region have distinct lifestyles,
norms, values and traditions which are not appreciated by
people in other regions.

Different forms of regional resentment feature
implicitly or explicitly in dominant accounts of contem-
porary political geography, but are not often operationa-
lized as an individual level attitude in surveys (but see
McKay, 2019; Munis, 2020). Rodríguez-Pose (2018, p.
199), for example, presents a wealth of evidence on aggre-
gated correlations between economic and demographic
decline and support for populist parties, and states that
‘[t]he places that don’t matter are becoming tired of
being told that they don’t matter and are exercising a
subtle revenge’. Similarly, Ziblatt et al. (2020, p. 7) pro-
pose peripherality as an explanation for AfD support,
arguing that ‘the lower self-perceived status of citizens in
these historically and culturally fringe regions … can be
enduring which leads to support for anti-establishment
and anti-immigrant radical right political parties’.

Although we acknowledge that these accounts might be
correct, studying regional resentment requires it to be
operationalized in surveys. Although Munis (2020) oper-
ationalizes place resentment on the basis of 13 survey
items that can be used in the US context, a similar endea-
vour has not yet been undertaken in the European context.
In this paper, we therefore operationalize regional resent-
ment as an individual level attitude and assess its construct
validity.

Our definition of regional resentment mentions politi-
cal, economic, and cultural elites, which makes it concep-
tually related to populism. When conceptualized as an
attitude, populism refers to the belief that there is an
antagonism between two homogenous groups: the good
people and the corrupt elite (Akkerman et al., 2014;
Mudde, 2004). Populism and regional resentment both
rely on in- and out-group thinking and posit that the
interests of the in-group are not sufficiently taken into
account by the out-group. However, while regional resent-
ment presumes that the elite is based in a certain (kind of)
region, populism does not make that assumption. While
populism sees the main conflict line between ‘the people’
and ‘the elite’, regional resentment sees the main divide
between ‘the people in my region’, and ‘the elite (and
people) in another region’. We therefore expect that
when we measure the two attitudes in surveys, they tap
into distinct but related latent constructs.3 We take this
into consideration when designing our study. When test-
ing the (discriminant) validity of the operationalization of
regional resentment, we ascertain that regional resentment
is indeed a different attitude than populism. Also in the
analyses that focus on the geography of regional resent-
ment –whether it is a rural and/or peripheral phenomenon
– we are careful to explain regional resentment and not
populist attitudes. For this reason, we will control for
populist attitudes in some of our models, as will be
explained in more detail in the methodological section.

Of course, regional resentment does not emerge in a
vacuum. As we discuss below, it is likely to be influenced
by the level of deprivation of an area, which alerts its resi-
dents to interregional inequalities, as well as citizens’ affec-
tive ties to the region and their networks and resources,
which allow them to withdraw from a region. At the
same time, we expect that living in a specific area is only
relevant for citizens for whom the region is a relevant
unit for their place-based identity (Cramer Walsh, 2012).

2.2. A rural or peripheral phenomenon?
In which areas of a country is regional resentment most
likely to thrive? As mentioned in the introduction, two
theories exist: one stressing its rural and the other its per-
ipheral roots. The first account argues that regional resent-
ment is strongest in rural areas and is most dominant in
the scholarly and public debate (Cramer, 2016; Munis,
2020; Rachman, 2018). Several studies show that political
distrust and dissatisfaction with democracy are more
prevalent in European rural areas compared with cities,
and increasingly so (Kenny & Luca, 2021; Mitsch et al.,
2021). Indirect evidence for the importance of the
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urban–rural divide is also provided on the basis of Donald
Trump’s 2016 election (Scala & Johnson, 2017), the out-
come of the Brexit referendum (Becker et al., 2017; Lee
et al., 2018), or the results of the 2017 Austrian presiden-
tial elections (Gavenda & Umit, 2016). According to most
authors’ line of reasoning, urban areas – and especially
large metropolitan cities – are benefitting from globaliza-
tion, the knowledge economy, and other economic trans-
formations, leading their populations to embrace
cosmopolitan values. Rural areas, by contrast, are left
behind, given that they do not benefit from these trans-
formations. As a result, their entrenched inhabitants
resent the (inhabitants of the) cities. In other words, it is
the strong sense of place-based identity in rural areas, in
combination with the relative decline compared with
cities, that creates feelings of regional resentment in the
countryside.

Hypothesis 1a: Other things being equal, regional resentment is

more widespread in more rural areas.

However, the picture of the successful city versus the strug-
gling countryside is not always accurate. A widening gap
exists between growing service-oriented cities and stagnant
manufacturing cities. In fact, in some parts of Europe the
economic crisis has hit urban areas harder than rural
areas (Dijkstra et al., 2018). Moreover, the empirical
examples cited above do not only reveal an urban–rural
divide. Both Trump and the European populist radical
right perform well in some rural areas but not in others,
and also in some urban areas (e.g., Harteveld et al., 2021).

Hence, an alternative approach looks for the roots of
regional resentment in peripheral rather than rural areas.
As Guilluy (2019, p. 63) notes about the French case, ‘if
the impoverishment of rural areas is often acknowledged,
the decline of commerce in the cities of peripheral France
is less noted’. Stein et al. (2021) show that in Norway pol-
itical distrust is first and foremost a peripheral phenom-
enon, even though it also has an urban–rural dimension.
However, their study does not explore whether political
distrust has also a distinctly regional dimension in in
terms of the sentiments experienced towards the political,
economic, and cultural centre. According to Lipset and
Rokkan (1967), the periphery refers to those areas that
are located outside the part of the country that that
initiated the project of nation-building. Peripheral areas
retain lower status cultural markers that define these
areas in relation to the national community at large, and
the centre in particular (Ziblatt et al., 2021). In most
countries stark political, economic, and cultural differences
exist between peripheral and central areas. Peripheral sta-
tus thus provides citizens with both a place-based identity
and a clearly defined hierarchical relation with the centre.
Especially if combined with real or perceived political,
economic, or cultural disadvantages, this likely creates
feelings of regional resentment.

To be sure, the centre–periphery distinction is fluid in
time and space. Moreover, the political centre does not
have to coincide with the cultural and/or economic centre.

For instance, Madrid is Spain’s political centre, but has to
share the status of cultural and economic centre with other
cities (e.g., Barcelona, Bilbao, Sevilla). In regions in the
US where people feel they are not getting their fair share
from the federal government, they blame ‘Washington’.
Yet, the feeling that one’s way of life is not respected by
‘cultural elites’ may also be directed against ‘liberals’ in
New York and San Francisco. Yet, despite this fluidity
of the centre–periphery distinction, periphery status has
a real spatial component – some areas are far removed
from economic, cultural, and political power. It is likely
that regional resentment thrives in exactly such peripheral
areas. And while peripheral areas are more likely to be
rural, they also contain cities and towns.

Hypothesis 1b: Other things being equal, regional resentment is

more widespread in more peripheral areas.

It is possible that urbanity and rurality interact to shape
regional resentment. For instance, peripherality might
matter less in urban areas, as these are often more strongly
connected to other urban areas, including those in the
centre. Or it might be that experiencing both rurality and
peripherality boosts regional resentment beyond the addi-
tive level to be expected from both factors. While we do
not formulate theoretical expectations in this respect, we
will explore whether the two factors interact.

2.3. Other explanations: deprivation and place-
based identity
Obviously, the rurality or peripherality of the geographical
location will not be the only factor shaping regional resent-
ment. In this section, we discuss two factors – one at the
regional and one at the individual level – that should impact
regional resentment. At the regional level, resentment will
resonatemore strongly if linkedwith real regional disadvan-
tages (McKay, 2019).When a specific region – regardless of
whether it is rural or peripheral – is economicallyflourishing
and when there are good career opportunities for young
people, there may be less reason to think that the region
is not being treated well (Rodríguez-Pose, 2018). However,
if businesses are closing down, public facilities (post offices,
libraries, schools and banks, etc.) are disappearing and the
most entrepreneurial young people move out of the area
(Bock, 2016), those who stay may see little opportunity.
Such a context seems to provide a fertile breeding ground
for feelings of regional resentment, where the ‘arrogant
elite in the centre’ is blamed for the problems of the region
(Agerberg, 2017). So, controlling for individual socio-econ-
omic status, we expect that:

Hypothesis 2: Other things being equal, regional resentment is

more widespread in areas with higher levels of deprivation.

Possibly, peripheral and/or rural areas more often experi-
ence deprivation. In that case, deprivation can be thought
of as a mediator of the effect of urbanity and peripherality,
creating a composition effect.

406 Sarah de Lange et al.

REGIONAL STUDIES



At the individual level, regional resentment will be
higher among those who (strongly) identify with their
region and hence have a strong place-based identity
(Antonsich & Holland, 2014; Hidalgo & Hernández,
2001; Stedman, 2002). Like other social identities, strong
regional ingroup identification does not necessarily involve
outgroup derogation. However, if citizens strongly identify
with their region, they are more likely to develop a regional
lens through which they understand developments. By
contrast, residents who did not grow up in the region, or
developed little affinity with it, or even consider moving
somewhere else, and as a result do not have a strong
place-based identity, are less likely to develop the senti-
ment that ‘the region is not getting its fair share’. Indeed,
Munis (2020) demonstrates that place resentment and
place identity are strongly related in the United States.
Hence, we expect:

Hypothesis 3: Other things being equal, identification with a

region has a positive effect on regional resentment.

We argued that next to rurality and/or peripherality,
regional resentment is more likely in areas that are
deprived and among individuals that have a strong place
identity. However, the latter two likely interact with rural-
ity and/or peripherality. After all, the other side of the coin
is that in cities and/or the centre there is often little reason
to understand one’s situation in spatial terms, and hence
neither regional deprivation nor a strong place identity
will necessarily foster regional resentment. Conversely,
while a rural or peripheral status provides citizens with a
clear ingroup and outgroup, this is more likely to be filled
with discontent in the case of real disadvantages (depri-
vation) and if citizens care about their region (place-
based identity). We therefore also study the interaction
between rurality and/or urbanity (depending on their rel-
evance) on the one hand and the region’s deprivation
and the individual’s place identity on the other.

3. DESIGN, DATA AND METHOD

To examine (explanations for) regional resentment, our
study focuses on the Netherlands. Since the early 2000s,
the Netherlands has experienced a surge in support for
populist parties, with populist radical right (FvD, JA21,
LPF, and PVV) and populist radical left (SP) parties gain-
ing parliamentary representation. Political discontent has
been cited as one of the factors explaining the support
for these parties (e.g., Rooduijn et al., 2016). However,
given the political, geographical, and demographic charac-
teristics of the Netherlands, it is a least likely case for
observing regional resentment and finding strong vari-
ations in such resentment between urban and rural areas
or the centre and the periphery. After all, the Netherlands
is a small-scale country that is densely populated. Conse-
quently, distances between urban and rural areas, as well as
between the periphery and the political, economic and cul-
tural centre are small. Moreover, the urban–rural and
centre–periphery divides have not been of great

importance for the formation of the Dutch party system
(e.g., Lipset & Rokkan, 1967), and the electoral and
media system are highly centralized. Finally, the Nether-
lands is amongst the European countries with the lowest
levels of regional inequalities (Muštra & Škrabić, 2014)
due to its strong welfare state. Hence, if we find geo-
graphical patterns of regional resentment under these cir-
cumstances, they probably exist as well in countries in
which geographical oppositions are more likely to manifest
itself.

In the Netherlands, a large part of the population
lives in an area referred to as the ‘Randstad’, a heavily
urbanized area spanning three provinces (North Holland,
South Holland and Utrecht) and containing the four lar-
gest cities in the country (Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The
Hague and Utrecht). The Randstad is home to more
than one-third of the Dutch population, even though
it covers only 15% of its land mass. We expect most feel-
ings about the ‘centre’ to implicitly refer to the Randstad,
since most key institutions of political, economic and
cultural life are located in it. However, within the Rand-
stad, two different centres can be identified: Amsterdam
and The Hague. For historical reasons, the Dutch gov-
ernment institutions are in The Hague, while large com-
pany headquarters and cultural associations (e.g., media
headquarters, debating centres, theatres) are in capital
Amsterdam. Hence, in the Netherlands the ‘centre’
usually refers to the Randstad (also often shortened to
‘the west’). The area outside of the Randstad comprises
nine other provinces with distinct economic and cultural
characteristics – including dialects – rooted in different
historical starting points and trajectories. According to
this reasoning, areas that are further away could be con-
sidered as progressively more ‘peripheral’.

3.1. Data
Our data consists of a survey collected for the purpose of
studying subnational variation in political outcomes
(SCoRE, 2017).4 This survey was fielded over a two-
week period in early May 2017, shortly after the national
elections of 15 March. The respondents were sampled
from the standing panel of the survey company GfK to
be representative of the population in socio-demographic
and geographical terms. The sample was stratified by
age, education, ethnicity, urbanity, and province. The lat-
ter two stratification factors ensure a balanced distribution
of respondents over the country, thus creating a dataset
unique suited to our purposes. The net response rate was
67.1%, resulting in a dataset with 8133 respondents.5

The location of the respondents’ residences was
recorded, which allows us to connect it to local level data
about deprivation. These data were obtained from Stat-
istics Netherlands. As discussed in more detailed in the
operationalization section below, we measure deprivation
at the level of local neighbourhoods (‘wijk’; average popu-
lation around 6000) and municipalities (‘gemeenten’, aver-
age population around 43,000). The former are perfectly
nested within the latter.
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3.2. Model
To test our hypotheses, we estimate hierarchical three-
level random effects models. The full model can be
expressed as follows, where i indexes individuals, j indexes
neighbourhoods and k indexes municipalities, Cijk is a vec-
tor of individual-level controls (listed in het operationali-
zation section below), u0j and u0k denote random
intercepts on the district and municipality level, and eijk
refers to the error term:

Regional resentmentijk =
g000 + g100urbanityijk + g100peripheralityijk

+ g100regional identificationijk + g100Cijk

+ g100populismijk + g010unemployment jk

+ g001distance to servicesk + g001aged 25 to 45k

+ uoj + uok + eijk

As discussed in the theory section, our dependent variable
regional resentment is expected to be related to populist
attitudes, which are general anti-elite sentiments without
any geographical roots. Since we want to explain regional
resentment only, and since we do not want it to be con-
taminated with other kinds of (populist sentiments), we
include populist attitudes as a control variable in our
model.

3.3. Measurement and validation of regional
resentment
Determining the region that people are most likely to
identify with is far from straightforward. Administrative
regions, such as provinces or departments, might not cor-
respond to the area that determines citizens’ place-based
identity. Moreover, the area to which a place-based iden-
tity is connected can be expected to differ between citizens,
as well as between regions and countries. Even citizens liv-
ing in the same city, town or village can have different con-
ceptions of what ‘their region’ is. For this reason, we build
our survey items capturing regional resentment around the
notion of ‘your region’, leaving it up to the respondent to
interpret the geographical area this concept refers to. In

line with our conceptualization, we use three survey
items to measure regional resentment (Table 1). The
items tap into different aspects of regional resentment,
focusing on its political, economic and cultural dimensions
(cf. Cramer, 2016; Munis, 2020). Each item pits ‘your
region’ against geographical ‘others’. Undoubtedly, by
mentioning the government or The Hague, the items to
a certain extent also capture political distrust in a more
general sense. To isolate the specifically regional com-
ponent as far as possible we control for respondents’
score on the populism scale (see below). The answer
options for each of the items consists of a Likert scale
that ranges from 1 (fully disagree) to 7 (fully agree).

As the descriptive statistics in Table 2 show, citizens
are most likely to agree with the first item (POL), and
least likely to agree with the last item (APPR). A remark-
able pattern in missing values occurs for the item APPR.
This item was answered with ‘Don’t know’ by a large
group of respondents. However, these respondents were
not evenly distributed over the country: 1% of the respon-
dents in the Northern provinces answered ‘Don’t know’,
25% of the respondents in the Southern and Eastern pro-
vinces, and 37% in the Western provinces. This pattern
suggests that many respondents in the Randstad, who
apparently could not relate to the statement, skipped the
item rather than indicating disagreement. To capture the
full extent of the intended construct, we nevertheless opt
to employ listwise deletion (i.e., only retained respondents
who answered all questions) in the main analyses reported
below. However, as a robustness check we replicate all
analyses using pairwise deletion (i.e., also including those
who answered ‘Don’t know’ to an item). These replications
produce very similar results.

Since we present a new concept and its operationaliza-
tion, we examine its construct, criterion, and discriminant
validity. To investigate the construct validity, we analyse
whether the three items form a scale that measures a latent
construct. Given the three items have a Cronbach’s alpha
of 0.83, and anH-value of 0.66 in a Mokken scale analysis,
it can be concluded that they form a strong scale (Mokken,
1971). So, in terms of construct validity the items perform
very well.

To examine whether the criterion and discriminant
validity of the scale, we investigate whether it is correlated
with an existing scale that measures populist attitudes
(Akkerman et al., 2014). We expect that the two scales
are indeed correlated, but that regional resentment is
also distinct from populism. Hence, if the relationship
between the two scales is too strong, they would tap into
the same latent construct. We conducted two tests of the
dimensionality of the sets of items that measure regional
resentment and populist attitudes. The first test is a simple
principal component analysis (PCA) with varimax rotation
(see Appendix A in the supplemental data online). The
analysis yields two extracted factors with Eigenvalues >
1. The six populism items have a strong loading (all >
0.6) on the first factor, while the three regional resentment
items have a strong loading on the second factor (all > 0.7).
The cross loadings are all < 0.3. The correlation between

Table 1. Statements measuring regional resentment.a

Statement
no. Statement

1 ‘Politicians in The Hague are not interested

in my region’ (POL)

2 ‘The government has done too little to

improve the economic situation of my

region’ (ECO)

3 ‘People in the rest of the Netherlands do not

have enough appreciation for the people in

my region’ (APPR)

Note: aThe Dutch wordings were: ‘Politici in Den Haag zijn niet geïnteres-
seerd in mijn regio’; ‘De overheid heeft te weinig gedaan om de econo-
mische situatie in mijn regio te verbeteren’; and ‘Mensen in de rest van
Nederland hebben te weinig waardering voor mensen uit mijn regio’,
respectively.
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the two scales is 0.44.6 Hence, these results are a first indi-
cation the items measure different constructs. The second
test is a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) (see Appendix
B online). This analysis demonstrates that a model with
two latent constructs (populism and regional resentment)
fits the data sufficiently well (root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA) ¼ 0.058), whereas a model
with one latent construct needs to be rejected (RMSEA ¼
0.182). The estimated correlation between the two latent
constructs is 0.54.7 Therefore, we conclude that the scale
measuring regional resentment meets the standards of cri-
terion validity (a strong correlation with populist attitudes)
as well as discriminant validity (the items load on different
factors in a PCA/on different latent constructs in CFA).
To further distinguish between regional discontent and
populist attitudes, we will include the latter as a control
variable in our models. This will enable us to estimate geo-
graphical variations in regional discontent only, rather
than regional discontent combined with populist attitudes.

3.4. Measurement of independent variables at
the context level
Urbanity (Hypothesis 1a) is measured using the five-fold
categorization developed by Statistics Netherlands based
on the density of a respondent’s municipality measured
as the average ‘address density’ – that is, the average num-
ber of other addresses located in a circle of 1 km around
any address. This indicator has the categories ‘Not
urban’ (fewer than 500 addresses within 1 km; 19% of
the sample), ‘Weakly urban’ (500–1000; 28%), ‘Moder-
ately urban’ (1000–1500; 21%), ‘Strongly urban’ (1500–
2500; 18%) and ‘Strongly urban’ (more than 2500; 14%).

Peripherality (Hypotheses 1b and 4b) is measured by
calculating the distance to the parliament in The Hague
of a respondent’s municipality. This operationalization is
very similar to the one employed by Stein et al. for Nor-
way, who use the distance to the capital city as their
measure. In the Dutch case, it is a bit more complex,
since the government is in The Hague and Amsterdam
is the capital. However, Amsterdam is relatively close to
The Hague (distance 65 km). We replicated the analyses
using the distance from Amsterdam, but – because the
two distances are strongly correlated for most parts of
the country – the analyses yielded almost identical effects.
The average distance is 79.9 km (minimum ¼ 0.38 km;
25th percentile ¼ 45.0 km; 75th percentile ¼ 132.5 km;
maximum ¼ 233.8 km).

Local deprivation (Hypotheses 2 and 3b) is measured
using indicators of phenomena that signal an area is
experiencing economic and demographic deprivation. In
particular, we use the following four indicators taken

from Statistics Netherlands: unemployment (measured as
share of population receiving unemployment benefits;
%); mean income (in 1000s of euros); distance to public
and private services (km);8 young residents of 25–45
years (%). Unemployment and (low) income levels are
classic contextual indicators of economic hardship used
in studies of discontent (e.g., McKay, 2019), while a lack
of young residents (i.e., demographic decline) and a lack
of public and private services (reducing the broader liveli-
hood of a community) are relatively novel contextual indi-
cators of local marginalization that have been shown to
correlate with political outcomes elsewhere (Harteveld
et al., 2021; cf. van Leeuwen et al., 2020).

Because we expect economic hardship to vary between
and within municipalities, we measure the first two vari-
ables on the level of neighbourhoods (‘wijk’, average popu-
lation 5998). Since we expect local marginalization to play
out in areas beyond the immediate neighbourhood, we
measure the latter two variables on the level of municipa-
lities (‘gemeente’, average population 43,004). In our main
model, we include the absolute level of these variables. In
an alternative model, we replace the two indicators at the
lowest (neighbourhood) level (that is, unemployment and
income) by relative deprivation scores (as suggested by
Gutierrez-Posada et al., 2021), by calculating the differ-
ence with the surrounding municipality. We report this
model in Appendix F in the supplemental data online.
Appendix C online provides descriptive statistics of all
independent and dependent variables.

3.5. Measurement of independent variables at
the individual level
To capture respondents’ place-based identity, their identi-
fication with their region (Hypotheses 4a and 4b) is
measured using the question ‘To what extent do you feel
attached to your region’, with the answer scale ranging
from 1 (not at all) to 7 (a lot). To distinguish any effect
or regional discontent from populist attitudes, we measured
the latter using a six-item populism scale that is commonly
used in populism studies (Akkerman et al., 2014; Geur-
kink et al., 2020), of which the mean value is taken.9

We include the following socio-demographic control vari-
ables: education (low, middle and high), age, gender,
immigration background (yes/no), religiosity (1 not at all
to 7 very religious) and unemployment (yes/no).

4. FINDINGS

4.1. Descriptives
Is regional resentment higher in rural areas and in periph-
eral areas? Figure 1 explores this question descriptively by

Table 2. Descriptives for items measuring regional resentment.
Variable N Mean SD Minimum Maximum

POL 6360 4.82 1.71 1 7

ECO 5889 4.40 1.67 1 7

APPR 5545 4.07 1.86 1 7
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displaying the mean level of regional resentment by dis-
tance to The Hague (in quintiles) and the level of urbanity.
To assess if city dwellers differ from rural residents inde-
pendently of whether they live in central or peripheral
areas (and vice versa), we plot regional resentment over

combinations of the two dimensions. In Appendix E in
the supplemental data online we also show the geographi-
cal distribution of the scores over Dutch municipalities.

A comparison of the urbanity levels (main categories
on the x-axis) shows that regional resentment tends to

Figure 1. Regional resentment over combinations of urbanity and distance to parliament.

Figure 2. Multilevel regression predicting regional resentment.
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be higher in rural than in urban areas. An exception might
be the most central areas in the Randstad: citizens’ level of
regional resentment is quite stable regardless of rurality in
these areas. At the same time, differences between periph-
eral and central areas (the bars with different colours) are
even more pronounced, with citizens in the most remote
areas scoring a full 1.5 point higher on the 1–7 scale
than those in the most central areas. This gradient is vis-
ible across all urbanity categories, but perhaps most clearly
so in more rural areas. Hence, Figure 1 suggests that both
peripherality and rurality are associated with more regional
resentment in the Netherlands, and that the effect of the
former is stronger than that of the latter. It also suggests
an interaction might exist between the two, as peripheral-
ity appears to matter most in rural areas, although we note
that the differences in gradients are small compared with
the confidence intervals. Below we provide a formal test
of both main effects and their interaction.

4.2. Multivariate analysis
To formally test predictors of regional resentment, we run
a number of multilevel regressions (Figure 2).10 Model 1
includes our indicators for urbanity and peripherality.
Model 2 adds individual level controls. Model 3 adds
the populism measure, allowing us to observe to what
extent the findings are robust to its inclusion. Model 4,
finally, includes the macro level variables capturing
regional deprivation, which might partially mediate the
effect or urbanity and/or rurality.

Model 1 shows that urban areas score lower on regional
resentment than the most rural ones (the reference cat-
egory), although the difference between the types of
areas is not always significant. These effects remain of a
similar magnitude in model 2 with individual level
socio-demographic control variables present. In other
words, the urban–rural gap in regional resentment is not
(merely) the product of socio-demographic composition.
However, when populist attitudes are included in model
3, the effect of urbanity shrinks considerably and for
most categories disappears. Hence, the urban–rural divide
in regional resentment reflects a general anti-establish-
ment sentiment and not a strongly place-based resent-
ment. Adding the variables measuring the degree of
deprivation of an area hardly reduces the effect of urbanity,
suggesting the gap between urban and rural areas is not
due to higher levels of deprivation in the latter.

Distance to parliament is a much more robust predictor
of regional resentment than urbanity. Its strong predictive
power is present even when socio-demographic controls
(model 2) and populist attitudes (model 3) are added.
Including the deprivation variables slightly reduces its
effect, suggesting part of the effect is due to higher levels
of deprivation in peripheral areas.11

It is difficult to compare the effect sizes of urbanity and
peripherality based on the coefficients alone. Figure 3
therefore plots predicted probabilities based on the esti-
mates in model 3, that is, with all individual level predic-
tors and without the macro level variables. In addition, it
presents overlaid distributions of the two independent

variables. Figure 3 confirms that urbanity and peripherality
are both associated with regional resentment. However, it
also shows that the difference in regional resentment is far
greater between peripheral and central areas than between
urban and rural areas.

As noted, it is possible that rurality and peripherality
interact in shaping regional resentment. The regression
model in Appendix F in the supplemental data online
tests for this by interacting distance to parliament with,
first, the urbanity dummies, and second, a continuous
indicator of urbanity. Neither model results in significant
interaction effects (p > 0.05), and hence we conclude that
rurality matters similarly regardless of peripherality and
vice versa.

Moving to the remaining hypotheses, model 4 indi-
cates that two of the four indicators of local deprivation
affect regional resentment. Regional resentment is higher
in those areas where incomes are lower and where there are
few residents between 24 and 45, providing support for
Hypothesis 2.12 The results are the same using a relative
deprivation indicator for unemployment and income (see
Appendix G in the supplemental data online). By contrast,
identification with the region does not have a direct effect
on regional resentment, thus refuting Hypothesis 3. The
latter finding underlines the need to differentiate place-
based identity from place resentment. On the basis of
inclusion of the socio-demographic variables in model 1,
it can also be concluded that regional resentment is higher
among the lower educated, those who are unemployed,
and male. However, the education effect disappears com-
pletely when populist attitudes are included in model 3,
suggesting that education is related to a general anti-estab-
lishment sentiment rather than to place resentment. The
effects of unemployment and gender remain significant
when populist attitudes are added.

In sum, regional resentment appears to be at least as
much a function of context (most notably of living far
from the centre of the country, of living in a neighbourhood
with low incomes, and of living in a municipality with few
youngsters), as it is a function of individual characteristics
This is a noteworthy finding, because most political atti-
tudes vary more within than between groups.13

4.3. Cross-level interactions
It is possible that the effects of deprivation and of place-
based identity vary across areas. We therefore run a separ-
ate model in which we interact these variables with urban-
ity and peripherality. Figure 4 show the marginal effects of
the variables over different urbanity (model 4) and periph-
erality (model 5) scores.

Figure 4 demonstrates that the effects of deprivation
and place-based identity are not moderated by urbanity.
It suggests that a lower income is associated with more
regional resentment in the most urban areas, a finding
that was not expected, but no other effects are significant.
Figure 5 shows that the relationship between place-based
identity is moderated by peripherality. Most importantly,
it shows that identification with the region increases
regional resentment, but only in more peripheral areas.
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In more central areas, it has a negative effect on regional
resentment. This confirms our expectation that place-
based identity only translates into resentment if citizens
live in peripheral areas. The relationship between depri-
vation and regional resentment is not moderated by
peripherality.

5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

In this article we introduced the concept of ‘regional
resentment’, the sentiment that one’s region is not treated
well by those from other regions. We proposed a measure
of regional resentment, consisting of three survey items
that tap into its political, economic and cultural dimen-
sion, and fielded it in a geocoded survey among 8000

people in the Netherlands. We find that the three items
form a valid and reliable scale. As expected, regional
resentment is positively correlated with populist attitudes,
but the items do not measure the same latent construct.
These findings are remarkably similar to those reported
on ‘place resentment’ in the US context by Munis
(2020). Whereas the US is perhaps a most likely case for
finding such sentiments (it being a federal state with
urban areas that are very remote from any city and high
levels of geographical inequality), the Netherland may be
a least likely case (it being small, densely populated and
centralized with low levels of geographical inequality).
The fact that we find such similar attitudes in these very
different contexts and political systems shows the general-
izability of the concept.

Figure 3. Predicted regional resentment based on distance to parliament and urbanity.
Note: With overlaid distribution of peripherality and urbanity.

Figure 4. Marginal effects of regional identification and of deprivation indicators, by urbanity category.
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The geocoded sample gave us the opportunity to assess
whether regional resentment is rural and or peripheral
phenomenon. Multilevel regression analyses demonstrated
that citizens living further away from the political centre
are increasingly more likely to experience regional resent-
ment. Even if regional resentment is somewhat higher in
rural than in urban areas, the differences between centre
and periphery are much more pronounced. So, at least in
the Netherlands, the sentiment that has sometimes been
considered ‘rural discontent’ (Cramer, 2016) is not so
much a rural, but mostly a peripheral phenomenon. An
important implication of this finding is that the classic div-
ision between centre and periphery introduced by Lipset
and Rokkan (1967) is still relevant, even in a small and
centralized country like the Netherlands. Our study also
shows that regional resentment is especially high in areas
experiencing low incomes and/or an exodus of young
people. These findings are thus in line with previous
studies on ‘the places that don’t matter’ (e.g., Becker
et al., 2017; Lee et al., 2018; Rodríguez-Pose, 2018).

How generalizable are our findings regarding the per-
ipheral nature of regional discontent to other countries? Of
course, the Netherlands is a somewhat unusual country
given that it is relatively centralized and urbanized and
does not have a tradition of regionally defined minorities
or historical separatism. However, all this makes it all
the more interesting to find a strong feeling of regional
resentment, and especially one that is strongly spatially
defined. We therefore think it is likely that regional
resentment also exists in other European countries, and
that it will also have a clear centre–periphery and/or
urban–rural component.

Our findings make it relevant to expand this type of
research to other contexts. The definition and operationa-
lization of a peripheral area used in this study (that is, dis-
tance to the political and cultural capital) will surely
require adjustment in order to travel to other contexts.

Some countries may have several regional centres, and as
a result it may be more difficult to empirically distinguish
rural and peripheral areas. In some countries, such as
France, the countryside faces more pronounced challenges,
and the urban and rural divide could be more important. In
other countries, such as Spain, pre-existing regionalism
might make the centre–periphery dimension more rel-
evant. Yet, we believe it is important to conceptually dis-
tinguish between peripherality and rurality and to try to
disentangle them empirically.

We think our findings lead to the following suggestions.
First, academics and participants of the public debate should
be careful not to conflate ‘rural’ and ‘peripheral’. Second,
more research is needed to understand how centre–periph-
ery divides shapes politics in many countries without a
strong (historically) separatist regions, the traditional focus
of research on the topic. Third, while we think our concep-
tualization and operationalization of regional resentment is
a useful starting point, there remainmany avenues to explore
the concept further. Future research is needed to better
understand, for instance, the relative role of economic, cul-
tural and identity considerations in shaping resentment.
Another unanswered question is whether, how, and under
what circumstances political actors, such as populist radical
right parties, attract support based on regional resentment.
This would shed more light on its role in shaping the out-
come of recent elections.
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NOTES

1. We fielded our survey items in 2017, several years
before Munis (2020) was published.
2. We focus on the level of region as the most important
large-scale subnational geographical area with which citi-
zens identify (e.g., Antonsich & Holland, 2014).
3. Of course, populist parties can appeal to both populist
sentiments and regional resentment to attract voters.
4. For the replication syntax for this study, see https://
doi.org/10.7910/DVN/95HA39. For the data used, see
doi.org/10.17026/dans-znu-4wt8.
5. Ten days after the original invitation, which was sent
to 10,000 respondents, a further 2500 respondents were
invited, this time focusing especially on underrepresented
cells of the stratification matrix.
6. Two of three items mention elites and are thus
especially likely to tap into generalized anti-elite senti-
ment. Therefore, we replicate our main analysis using
the third item only.
7. When interpreting this correlation, one should con-
sider the fact that this is an estimated correlation after con-
trolling for measurement error. These correlations tend to
be higher than the correlations actually observed in the
data.
8. Calculated as the average distance to elementary
school, high school, library, general practitioner, super-
market, shop and bar. As an alternative measure, we repli-
cate the main analysis using the average distance to the two
most basic services, namely, general practitioner and
elementary school.
9. The items were: ‘The politicians in Parliament need to
follow the will of the people’; ‘The people, and not poli-
ticians, should make our most important policy decisions’;
‘The political differences between the elite and the people
are larger than the differences among the people’; ‘I would
rather be represented by a citizen than by a specialized
politician’; ‘Elected officials talk too much and take too lit-
tle action’; and ‘What people call “compromise” in politics
is really just selling out on one’s principles’. The answer
scale ranges from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree).
10. The model specifications have a random intercept for
both municipality and neighborhood. Because we are
interested in the relative importance of explanations, the
continuous independent variables have been standardized.

11. It is possible that peripherality does not only matter
in a linear way. Appendix D in the supplemental data
online presents a replication of the models with a squared
term for distance to parliament. The replication yields a
pattern that is strikingly similar to that in Figure 2,
suggesting that peripherality matters consistently.
12. The results are almost identical when using the aver-
age distance to only the basic services of general prac-
titioner and elementary school.
13. As a robustness check, we replicated the analysis
using only the item that does not mention any elites.
This resulted in a somewhat (but significantly) stronger
effect of peripherality and a somewhat (but significantly)
weaker effect of populism. None of the other indicators
differed significantly.
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