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Abstract

The rise of the knowledge economy has led to a bifurcation 

between prosperous, often urban, areas and “left-behind” 

regions. While the literature has started to analyse the polit-

ical implications of these developments for electoral behav-

iour and socio-cultural attitudes, the structuring of social 

policy preferences by place remains unclear. Distinguishing 

between an economic (booming-declining) and a geographic 

(urban–rural) dimension, I argue that differences in mate-

rial self-interest and ideological predispositions explain 

spatial divides in support for different types of social policies. 

Combining original survey data on voters' preferences with 

municipal-level data in Germany, I show that general support 

for social policy is higher in declining than in booming regions. 

However, social investments (e.g., active labour market poli-

cies) are preferred over consumption policies (e.g., unemploy-

ment benefits) in booming and, to a smaller degree, in urban 

than in declining and rural regions. These findings contribute 

to a bigger discussion on compensating “left-behind” regions.

Zusammenfassung

Die zunehmend wissensbasierte Wirtschaft hat zu einer 

Zweiteilung zwischen wohlhabenden, oft städtischen Gebi-

eten und «abgehängten» Regionen geführt. Während die 

politischen Auswirkungen dieser Entwicklungen auf das 

Wahlverhalten und die soziokulturellen Einstellungen zune-

hmend analysiert werden, bleibt die Strukturierung sozialpo-

litischer Präferenzen nach Regionen unklar. Ich unterscheide 

zwischen einer wirtschaftlichen (Aufschwung-Abschwung) 

und einer geografischen (Stadt-Land) Dimension und argu-
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PLACE AND POLICY PREFERENCES – SPATIAL DIVIDES IN ATTITUDES  
TOWARDS SOCIAL POLICIES IN GERMANY2

INTRODUCTION

Since the 1990s, advanced economies have been transforming into knowledge economies. A 
knowledge economy can be defined as a production system in which productivity and economic 
growth are increasingly driven by cognitive skills and tasks and hence knowledge-intensive 

2

mentiere, dass Unterschiede im materiellen Eigeninteresse 

und in den ideologischen Einstellungen die räumlichen Unter-

schiede in der Unterstützung verschiedener Arten von Sozial-

politik erklären. Durch das Kombinieren von Umfragedaten 

mit Daten auf kommunaler Ebene in Deutschland zeige ich, 

dass die allgemeine Unterstützung für Sozialpolitik in ökon-

omisch rückläufigen Regionen höher ist als in boomenden 

Regionen. Allerdings werden soziale Investitionen (z.B. aktive 

Arbeitsmarktpolitik) in boomenden – und zu einem gerin-

geren Masse in städtischen – Regionen gegenüber konsum-

tiven Maßnahmen (z.B. Arbeitslosengelder) bevorzugt; gegen-

teilig zu ökonomisch rückläufigen und ländlichen Regionen. 

Diese Ergebnisse tragen zu einer breiteren Diskussion über 

den Ausgleich für «abgehängte» Regionen bei.

Résumé

L'essor de l'économie du savoir a entraîné une bifurcation 

entre des zones prospères, souvent urbaines, et des régions 

« déconnectées ». La structuration des préférences en matière 

de politique sociale en fonction du lieu reste floue. En 

distinguant deux dimensions (boom économique – décrois-

sance, et urbain – rural), je soutiens que les différences d'in-

térêt matériel et les prédispositions idéologiques expliquent 

les divisions spatiales dans le soutien à différents types de 

politiques sociales. En combinant des données d'enquête 

avec des données au niveau communal en Allemagne, je 

montre que le soutien général à la politique sociale est plus 

élevé dans les régions en déclin économique que dans les 

régions en plein essor. Toutefois, les politiques d'activation 

sont préférées aux mesures de consommation (par exemple, 

les allocations de chômage) dans les régions en plein essor, 

et dans une moindre mesure dans les régions urbaines. Ces 

résultats contribuent à un débat plus large sur la compensa-

tion pour les régions « déconnectées ».

KEYWORDS
Social investment, Social policy, Urban–rural divide
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PINGGERA 3

jobs (OECD, 1996; Powell & Snellman, 2004). This type of growth has been observed to be 
structurally unequal and to create both “winners” and “losers”. Among the “winners” we find 
the well-educated employees in the service and (semi-)public sectors (Oesch, 2013) benefitting 
from job growth in high-skill positions. Among the “losers” we find first and foremost produc-
tion workers in semi-skilled positions in the lower middle class. Politically, we thus witness 
an increasingly salient and polarised divide between the “winners” of these structural changes 
(Kriesi et al., 2008) and those who see their opportunities threatened by them (Häusermann, 
Kurer, et al., 2022). Importantly, these structural transformations have also a spatial dimen-
sion (Krugman, 1991). While cities have become the knowledge-economy hubs with growth in 
high-skill, high-paid jobs, rural regions often find themselves trapped in economic decline and 
are increasingly dominated by low-skill, low-paid jobs. The economic structure results in the 
influx of highly educated, mostly younger professionals and the “creative class” (Mossig, 2011) 
into economically booming urban hubs (Cunningham & Savage, 2017). In consequence, the rise 
of the knowledge economy has led to a bifurcation between young, liberal cities and ageing, 
conservative towns (Ford & Jennings, 2020; Iversen & Soskice, 2019; Jennings & Stoker, 2019; 
Maxwell, 2019).

The political implications of these economic changes have been the subject of a growing literature 
especially on voting behaviour. Events such as the Brexit referendum, the election of Donald Trump, 
or more generally the rise of populist radical right parties across Europe and beyond have received 
increased attention in the literature and have shown to be characterised by geographical divides 
(Carreras et al., 2019; Emanuele, 2018; Gimpel & Karnes, 2006; Goodwin & Heath, 2016). More-
over, the diverging demographic and economic conditions of places have affected not only voting 
behaviour (Essletzbichler et al., 2018; Hobolt, 2016; McCann, 2016; Wuthnow, 2019), but also more 
directly socio-cultural values (Carreras et al., 2019; Huijsmans et al., 2021; Maxwell, 2019) and even 
identities (Bornschier et al., 2021; Cramer, 2016; Hochschild, 2016).

Surprisingly, even though structural economic transformations stand at the origin of the emerging 
spatial divides, we know little about how these divides look – and whether they are existent at all – 
when it comes to welfare attitudes. This paper addresses this gap with the following research question: 
“How are social policy preferences structured by place?” I focus on attitudes towards social policies 
that play a key role in knowledge economies: on one hand, compensating policies such as unem-
ployment benefits replace income in case of job loss. On the other hand, investing policies such as 
active labour market policies (ALMP) or university education equip people with the skills necessary 
to compete in knowledge-based economies. I analyse whether there are spatial divides in the support 
for these policies in both unconstrained and constrained settings. While in an unconstrained  setting, 
preferences are measured as support for policies without opportunity costs, in a constrained setting 
preferences are measured as trade-offs, i.e., the expansion of one policy comes at the cost of another 
policy. This argument links to emerging literature in welfare research, which shows that although 
most distributive policies enjoy extremely high levels of public support, citizens do not consider 
them equally important. This becomes most evident in the addressed distinction between traditional 
compensating and enabling social investment (SI) policies (Beramendi et al., 2015; Esping-Andersen 
et al., 2002; Hemerijck, 2013; Morel et al., 2012). Hence, welfare politics today are increasingly 
characterised by conflict over specific policies (and their goals, designs, and target groups) rather 
than by questions of preferred overall levels of redistribution or the generosity of the welfare state. 
This has been demonstrated for social classes, electorates, and for parties (Bremer & Bürgisser, 2022; 
Busemeyer & Garritzmann, 2017; Häusermann, Pinggera, et al., 2022; Abou-Chadi & Immergut, 2019; 
Enggist & Pinggera, 2022).

Concretely, the argument in this paper is the following. The transformation towards knowledge-based 
economies reinforced regional disparities between economically booming and declining areas on 
one hand and between urban and rural areas on the other hand. Although these two dimensions 
often coincide, they need to be analysed independently (Fuest & Immel, 2019; Dauth, Findeisen, 
& Südekum, 2017; Simon, 1990), as will be argued in more detail below. I expect attitudes towards 

3
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PLACE AND POLICY PREFERENCES – SPATIAL DIVIDES IN ATTITUDES  
TOWARDS SOCIAL POLICIES IN GERMANY4

education and labour market policies to reflect the disparities between these different regions. Context 
conditions, i.e., unconstrained or constrained settings, determine whether the economic (booming vs. 
declining) or the geographical (urban vs. rural) divide is stronger. Furthermore, I argue that variations 
in both self-interest and ideological predispositions are the mechanisms that explain the difference in 
support for social policies between the different types of regions.

I find that popular demand for the expansion of unemployment benefits, ALMP, and university 
education is higher in economically declining regions, but there is no urban–rural divide in these 
demands. However, once the expansion of investing policies (especially ALMP) comes at the cost 
of retrenchment of compensating policies (unemployment benefits or old age pensions), the conflict 
pattern changes: economically declining regions become more likely to prefer the immediate bene-
fit of compensating policies over the insecure, future benefits of investment policies. Moreover, we 
observe an urban–rural divide: the universalistic nature of investment policies garners slightly more 
support than the particularistic nature of consumption policies in urban than rural regions.

THE REEMERGENCE OF GEOGRAPHICAL DIVIDES

According to Lipset and Rokkan's (1967) seminal contribution, four social conflicts contributed to the 
formation of party systems in Western Europe. The urban–rural divide in focus here was triggered by 
the industrial revolution and opposed the interests of the landed elite and the newly emerging indus-
trial class. With the ongoing industrialisation, the importance of the urban–rural divide decreased and 
did not play a prominent part anymore in most West European polities. In addition, the significance 
of the traditional cleavages in party systems today has been questioned in general (most prominently, 
focusing on religion and class; Evans & De Graaf, 2013; Van der Brug, 2010). However, in recent 
years, geography has regained importance in explaining political outcomes in knowledge econo-
mies (e.g., Ford & Jennings, 2020; Haffert, 2022). The most prominent example of this is the Brexit 
referendum. The share of Leave-votes was decisively higher in peripheral and former industrial areas 
and strikingly low in the metropolis of London, an outcome likely to be affected by unequal economic 
development (Jennings & Stoker, 2019; Los et al., 2017; Rodden, 2019). Similarly, party choice espe-
cially with regard to radical right parties has been shown to reflect patterns of geographical division in 
many advanced economies (Emanuele, 2018; Fitzgerald & Lawrence, 2011; Gimpel & Karnes, 2006; 
Monnat & Brown, 2017; Rodríguez-Pose, 2018; Stockemer, 2018; Vampa, 2020) including Germany 
(Franz et al., 2018). In sum, the transition from industrial to knowledge economies may have altered 
and revived spatially structured conflict lines.

Why is that? Recent literature on spatial divides shows that living in a buzzing urban centre 
positively correlates with cosmopolitan attitudes, whereas living in smaller, more remote towns and 
villages is associated with more traditional values and orientations (Cramer, 2016; Maxwell, 2019; 
Mantegazzi, 2021) and more negative attitudes towards multiculturalism (Huijsmans et al., 2021). 
One reason for this divide in socio-cultural attitudes is the influx of highly educated professionals into 
economically booming cities (Cunningham & Savage, 2017). This change in the occupational compo-
sition of different regions is an outcome of the transformation towards knowledge economies, during 
which large cities and metropoles increasingly become the economic hubs, experiencing growth in 
jobs for both highly educated non-routine, and low-educated (non-routine) service workers.

Importantly, however, economic prosperity and urbanity do not necessarily coincide. Not all rural 
areas are characterised by economic decline. In Germany, the case studied here, there are considerable 
differences in economic performance between cities, especially in Western Germany, opposing former 
industrial cities to knowledge economy hubs. In contrast, the economic divergence between urban and 
rural areas is rather small (Fuest & Immel, 2019). This is not least because of the German manufac-
turing base that remains strong (Dauth, Findeisen, & Südekum, 2017; Dauth, Findeisen, Südekum, & 
Woessner, 2017) and is characterised by so-called “hidden champions” – medium-sized, sometimes 
family-owned businesses often located in rural regions (Simon, 1990). Similar observations can be 

4
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PINGGERA 5

made for other countries such as Switzerland, where urban–rural divides in economic prosperity are 
relatively small and geographical remoteness does not necessarily coincide with being left behind 
(Zollinger, 2020). From the literature on the interplay of economic context and preferences, we know 
that living in an economically left-behind region may cause discontent and result in anti-immigrant 
attitudes (Carreras et al., 2019). Rodríguez-Pose (2018) attributes the populist upsurge in what he 
calls “the places that don't matter” to poor economic development prospects. For Jennings and 
Stoker (2019), polarisation in the United Kingdom is explained by experiences of relative decline, a 
finding that is consistent with micro-level studies on voting behaviour, which show that relative depri-
vation drives support for radical right parties (Burgoon et al., 2019; Kurer, 2020). In summary, spatial 
disparities are often explained by unequal (historical) economic developments (Rodden, 2010, 2019).

Hence, spatial differences in attitudes can be observed both alongside a geographic (urban vs. 
rural) and an economic (booming vs. declining) dimension. While the literature has begun to exam-
ine regional differences in electoral behaviour and socio-cultural attitudes, regional differences in 
preferences for distributive policies have largely remained unexplored. This paper attempts to bridge 
this research gap. Thereby, it adds to some existing studies: McGrane et al. (2017) analyse atti-
tudes towards both cultural and distributive issues distinguishing between four different residential 
areas in Canada and find that inner-city residents diverge from residents of suburban, small urban, 
and rural places. Divisions regarding distributive issues are not particularly pronounced, however. 
Lungu (2022) gives further insights on the link between place and distributive preferences, showing 
that living in areas with higher conspicuous consumption decreases preferred levels of welfare spend-
ing and taxation among the less affluent. In addition, Busemeyer and Neimanns (2017) find a negative 
association between living in a rural area and the belief that it is the government's responsibility to 
provide childcare services.

PLACE AND SOCIAL POLICY PREFERENCES

In this paper, I focus on policies that are best fit to attenuate or obviate the consequences of the trans-
formation of capitalist economies to knowledge economies, namely, unemployment benefits, ALMP, 
and university education. The focus on unemployment benefits is relatively straightforward since 
their function is to provide financial compensation for a specified period in case of unemployment. 
In contrast to this “consumption” policy that pays cash benefits, ALMP are considered “investive” 
social policies which provide services for the reintegration of the unemployed into the labour market. 
A growing literature describes the emergence (Esping-Andersen et al., 2002; Hemerijck, 2013; Morel 
et al., 2012), impacts (Bonoli & Liechti, 2018; Hemerijck, 2017; Pintelon et al., 2013; Vandenbroucke 
& Vleminckx, 2011), and politics (Beramendi et al., 2015; Busemeyer et al., 2020; Garritzmann, 
Häusermann, & Palier, 2022) of such SI policies. Education may be the most important policy field of 
SI. The goal of the educational system, especially in the case of university education, is to equip citi-
zens with the skills necessary to participate in the knowledge economy labour market. The expansion 
of tertiary education is a key distinctive feature of knowledge-based economies. Attitudes towards 
these education and labour market policies are very likely to vary between different geographic and 
economic contexts, as these contexts were and still are affected differently by structural economic 
transformations. In a first step, I test the difference in support for the expansion of these policies 
between different regions. In a second step, I test how strong support remains and whether support 
patterns change if these expansions come at a cost.

Support for distributive policies has many explanations. One of the main arguments in the political 
economy literature is that considerations of material self-interest drive preferences for redistribution 
(Franko et al., 2013; Meltzer & Richard, 1981; Owens & Pedulla, 2014; Rehm, 2009; Rueda, 2018).1 

1 However, the empirical evidence on the impact of self-interest considerations on redistribution and social policy preferences is ambiguous (for 
short discussions of the respective findings, see Margalit, 2013; Melcher, 2021).

5
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PLACE AND POLICY PREFERENCES – SPATIAL DIVIDES IN ATTITUDES  
TOWARDS SOCIAL POLICIES IN GERMANY6

The second line of explanation of distributive policy preferences centres around the broad term “ideol-
ogy”. Ideological beliefs or political orientations affect attitudes towards (distributive) policies beyond 
economically driven evaluations of their benefits (Alesina et al., 2018; Feldman & Zaller, 1992; 
Jæger, 2008). Both types of mechanisms contribute to our understanding of why we would expect a 
divide in social policy attitudes along an economic and a geographical dimension in both an uncon-
strained and a constrained context. The relative explanatory power of material self-interest and ideol-
ogy depends on the context in which we analyse spatial divides in social policy preferences. As I 
will outline in detail below, in an unconstrained setting, where expansions are “cost-neutral”, spatial 
divides in attitudes are mainly driven by material self-interest considerations. In constrained settings, 
in which expansion in one policy is accompanied by retrenchments in another policy, both considera-
tions of material self-interest and ideological predispositions explain spatial divides.

Unconstrained support for education and labour market policies

Let us start with unconstrained support and the more straightforward mechanism of material 
self-interest. In general terms, people with below-median income support redistributive measures, 
as they are net beneficiaries of redistribution.2 This closely follows the seminal work by Meltzer 
and Richard (1981) who applied the median voter theorem to form a theory about the size of the 
government. In short: If the median voter in a polity is a net beneficiary of redistribution, demand for 
redistribution (and in consequence the size of government) will increase. Franko et al. (2013) suggest 
that this relationship may hinge on whether voters can grasp a policy's costs and benefits. Importantly, 
these considerations of material self-interest are not fixed but are subject to change, depending on 
occupational risks (Rehm, 2009) and the experience of losing income or employment (Owens & 
Pedulla, 2014). What does that imply for the different types of regions under study? In an uncon-
strained setting, where demand for expansion does not bear any costs, adapting the self-interest argu-
ment to the macro level suggests that policies whose beneficiaries are concentrated in some regions 
are over-proportionally supported in these same regions. Hence, as unemployment benefits attenuate 
the effects of a potential job loss, and ALMP and university education equip workers with the neces-
sary skills to compete in the knowledge economy labour market, we expect these policies to be more 
strongly supported in economically declining regions. After all, demand for redistribution increases 
with economic hardship (Margalit, 2013; Thewissen & Rueda, 2019). In contrast, we would not 
expect to observe self-interest-driven spatial divergences in support for social policies between rural 
and urban regions, as I analyse urban–rural differences independently from economic performance, 
and thus, from objective needs. If anything, the rural population is potentially more sceptical towards 
university education expansion, due to the unequal spatial distribution of universities, and therefore, 
the unequal distribution of their benefits. However, it is not easy to identify support coalitions in this 
field, as the redistributive profile of higher education is strongly dependent on institutional contexts 
and path dependencies (Ansell, 2008).

Ideological mechanisms add to our understanding of social policy support. The central propo-
sition is that voters of the ideological left are more favourable toward redistribution than voters of 
the right (Mair, 2007). However, inspired by the literature on political behaviour, the welfare liter-
ature has recently begun to treat the ideological space as two-dimensional, distinguishing between 
a socio-economic and a socio-cultural dimension (Häusermann & Kriesi, 2015; Kitschelt, 1994). 
This research has provided crucial insights. While attitudes on the socio-economic dimension of 
conflict contribute to our understanding of support for the generosity of social policies, attitudes on 
the socio-cultural dimension strongly correlate with attitudes toward the support of different types 
of policies (Beramendi et al., 2015; Busemeyer & Garritzmann, 2017; Garritzmann et al., 2018; 

2 Typically, redistribution support has been used interchangeably with support for welfare generosity.

6
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PINGGERA 7

Garritzmann, Häusermann, & Pinggera, 2022). Hence, in an unconstrained setting, it is first and fore-
most the socio-economic dimension which affects social policy attitudes since there are no costs in 
supporting all policies. Again, the implications of these insights for the economic and geographical 
divides are dependent on the composition of the population in these regions. In other words, the ideo-
logical perspective suggests that support for social policies is higher in regions where more economi-
cally leftist people live. I argue that we do not have evidence of such divides along the socio-economic 
attitudes between booming and declining or between urban and rural regions.3

Taken together, in an unconstrained context, mainly for self-interest reasons, we expect the 
support for education and labour market policies to be higher in economically declining regions while 
we do not expect to observe differences between urban and rural regions. This leads to the following 
hypotheses:

H1a: Support for education and labour market policies is higher in declining regions.

H1b: Support for education and labour market policies does not differ between urban 
and rural regions.

Constrained support for education and labour market policies

In an unconstrained context, more economic decline leads to more demand for education and labour 
market policies. But what happens if the context is more constrained and citizens must choose some 
policies over others? Governments' available financial resources are restricted and leeway for welfare 
expansion is narrow. Thus, welfare research has increasingly begun to study social policy trade-offs, 
i.e., scenarios in which expansion in one area comes at the cost of retrenchment in another area or 
increases in debt or taxes (Bremer & Bürgisser, 2022; Busemeyer & Garritzmann, 2017; Häusermann 
et al., 2019; Neimanns et al., 2018). Research shows that these trade-offs are not simply a construct 
of elites, but that the fiscal constraints they imply are widely perceived among the public (Barnes & 
Hicks, 2018; Bremer & Bürgisser, 2022; Häusermann et al., 2021). Considering the policies that this 
paper examines, how do voters decide for SI or social consumption, if they generally support both? 
As addressed above, the logic of SI policies, in this case, ALMP and university education, differs from 
that of traditional compensating social policies – old age pension benefits – in that the former aim 
at “creating, mobilising, or preserving skills” (Garritzmann, Häusermann, & Palier, 2022) to support 
citizens' earnings capacity. Crucially, this also implies differences regarding the timing of the payoff 
of benefits. While compensation policies pay immediate and concrete benefits, investment policies 
rather pay diffuse benefits in the future (cf. Streeck & Mertens, 2011).

This is where the material self-interest approach comes in. On the one hand, economically declin-
ing regions (in support of all these measures) are per definition more likely to experience economic 
hardship, and thus require immediate intervention in the form of unemployment benefits, i.e., they 
prioritise concrete benefits in the present over measures that are at best beneficial in the long run. 
Häusermann, Pinggera, Ares, and Enggist (2022) identify a very similar mechanism at the individual 
level, analysing the social policy priorities of occupational classes. In a constrained context, where the 
expansion of some policy comes with (opportunity) costs, working-class voters prefer consumption 
over SI, that is, immediate benefits over an insecure long-term investment. Likewise, middle-class 
voters prioritise SI over consumption. I expect the same logic to apply to booming and declining 
regions, meaning that we would expect declining places to support consumption over investments 

3 Whether urban residents are more leftist than rural residents may be dependent on the dimensionality of the demand side of the political space. 
Hence, if universalistic socio-cultural attitudes coincide with etatist socio-economic attitudes, we may observe urban residents to be more etatist 
than rural residents. However, the German political demand (and supply) space is clearly two-dimensional. The more universalistic attitudes of 
German urban citizens thus do not tell us anything about their socio-economic attitudes (Hillen & Steiner, 2020).

7
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PLACE AND POLICY PREFERENCES – SPATIAL DIVIDES IN ATTITUDES  
TOWARDS SOCIAL POLICIES IN GERMANY8

and vice versa for booming places. However, this is where it gets a bit more complicated and where 
interaction effects come in. As we learned above, booming regions are not necessarily urban knowl-
edge economy hubs. The German industrial sector is still strong, especially in more rural areas, and 
the occupational profile in these booming rural areas is very different from the one in booming urban 
areas. The former is still characterised by a strong workforce of skilled (production) workers, i.e., the 
typical labour market insiders (Rueda, 2005; Dauth, 2014). The latter, as described above, is charac-
terised by a highly educated, salaried middle class, notably socio-cultural professionals and managers 
(Butler et al., 2008; Cunningham & Savage, 2017; Oesch, 2006). Hence, booming urban places are 
more likely to prefer investment policies that equip people with the skills necessary to keep up with 
the demands of knowledge economies, not only because the need for consumption policies is less 
pressing but also because these policies better fit the demands of the middle class. In contrast, for 
booming rural regions, it may be that the working classes' priorities for consumption policies prevail. 
In sum, the self-interest approach suggests that the acceptance to trade consumption in favour of SI 
is overall lower in declining than in booming areas and potentially lower in booming rural than in 
booming urban areas. Urban–rural differences regarding declining areas are less likely to be observed.

Finally, how does ideology play out in a constrained scenario? As foreshadowed above, 
Garritzmann et al. (2018) show that support coalitions for SI policies differ from support coalitions for 
compensating policies. Essentially, attitudes alongside such an investment-compensation dimension 
are strongly associated with the socio-cultural dimension of conflict. Support for investment increases 
with universalistic values (Beramendi et al., 2015), higher levels of trust (Garritzmann et al., 2021), 
and a positive assessment of opportunities (Häusermann, Pinggera, et al., 2022). Correspondingly, 
citizens with more particularist socio-cultural values, lower levels of trust, and negative outlooks 
prefer compensating policies over investing policies. From the literature on geographical divides in 
socio-cultural attitudes discussed above, we know that these attitudes are more common among the 
rural population. Hence, the ideological approach tells us that the population in rural areas is more 
likely to support unemployment benefits than ALMP or university education, as they are more sympa-
thetic towards compensation than towards SI. Hence, ideological divergences between regions matter 
for social policy preferences. However, it is the socio-cultural rather than the socio-economic dimen-
sion that accounts for these differences.

In contrast, there is no evidence for attitudes on the socio-cultural dimension to vary between 
economically booming and declining regions. Hence, if we examine the differences in SI vs. consump-
tion support between economically different regions, self-interest rather than ideology becomes the 
main explanatory variable. This leads to the following hypotheses4:

H2a: Relative support for social investment over consumption is lower in declining 
regions.

H2b: Relative support for social investment over consumption is lower in rural regions.

DATA AND OPERATIONALISATION

The empirical analyses are based on an original representative online survey of 3019 respondents in 
Germany, fielded in February and March 2021. The survey is part of the ongoing research project 
(Häusermann et al., 2020). The goal of the survey is to capture voters' attitudes on social policy, 
welfare reform opportunities, general political attitudes, and electoral preferences. The sampling is 
based on online panels from the survey company Bilendi. Furthermore, it includes quotas on age and 
sex (crossed) as well as educational attainment.

4 Appendix 1 provides a tabular overview over all mechanisms and hypotheses.

8
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PINGGERA 99

Context Policy Item Answer scale Recoded

unconstrained 
support

 “Do you think the government 
should expand or reduce 
the following benefits and 
services?”

1 (reduce) to 7 (expand)  

University education “University education”

ALMP “Services that help reintegrate 
unemployed into the labour 
market”

Unemployment 
benefits

“Unemployment benefits”   

constrained 
support

“Please imagine that the 
government wants to 
improve certain social 
benefits. However, it can 
only do so by cutting back 
on other social benefits. 
To what extent do you find 
the following cutbacks 
acceptable in comparison 
to the improvement they 
allow?”

Completely 
inacceptable / 
Rather inacceptable 
/ Rather acceptable 
/ Completely 
acceptable

0 (Rather) 
inacceptable 
/ 1 (Rather) 
acceptable

ALMP (vs. 
Unemployment 
benefits)

“The government increases 
support and training for 
unemployed young people, 
at the cost of slightly 
shortening the maximum 
duration of unemployment 
benefits”

ALMP (vs. Old age 
pension benefits)

“The government increases 
support and training for 
unemployed young people, 
at the cost of slightly 
lowering the maximum old 
age pension benefits”

  

support of 
principles

Social investment 
vs. Social 
consumption

“There are different notions 
on what the main goals of 
the welfare state should be. 
What do you think is more 
important? A) To equip 
people with the necessary 
skills and opportunities to 
work in a good job.  
B) To provide a safety net 
and income replacement 
for those who do not 
earn enough. With which 
notion do you agree more 
strongly?”

More strongly with  
A / Rather with  
A / Rather with  
B / More strongly 
with B

0 more strongly 
and rather 
with A 
/ more 
strongly 
and rather 
with B

T A B L E  1  Operationalisation of dependent variables
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PLACE AND POLICY PREFERENCES – SPATIAL DIVIDES IN ATTITUDES  
TOWARDS SOCIAL POLICIES IN GERMANY10

The outcome variables we are interested in are measures of unconstrained and constrained support 
for social policies. For the unconstrained measures, respondents were asked whether the government 
should expand or reduce benefits or services in the fields of university education, ALMP, and unem-
ployment benefits. For the constrained measures, respondents were asked to assess policy trade-offs 
in which expansions for ALMP were accompanied by cutbacks in (i) unemployment benefits or (ii) 
old age pension benefits. A similar trade-off for university education is unfortunately not available in 
the dataset. To further investigate regional differences in the assessment of the different goals of the 
welfare state (SI and social compensation), respondents indicated whether they ascribe the primary 
role of the welfare state to investing in human capital formation or to providing compensatory cash 
benefits. The exact question wordings and the respective answer scales, as well as recodings, can be 
taken from Table 1. Since such trade-off questions are both relatively new in the welfare literature and 
demanding for survey respondents, Appendix 2 includes a detailed discussion of the advantages and 
disadvantages of these measures.

The answers to these items were analysed for different regions in Germany. Germany is adminis-
tratively organised into 16 states (Länder) and subdivided into 401 counties (Kreise) and 10796 munic-
ipalities (Gemeinden).5 The macro-level data in this paper is collected for the municipality level.6 Two 
measures are used to differentiate between types of regions. Whether regions are economically boom-
ing or in decline is operationalised using the municipality's unemployment rate. Lauterhofen, a small 
municipality in Bavaria, at 0.94 per cent, shows the lowest unemployment rate of all municipalities for 
which there is at least one respondent. The highest number is 13.29 per cent in Prenzlau, a small town 
in Brandenburg. The geography of municipalities (urban–rural) is operationalised using an indicator 
provided by the German Federal Office for Building and Regional Planning based on the accessibility 
of a municipality, distinguishing between ‘very central’, ‘central’, ‘peripheral’, and ‘very periph-
eral’ places. Unfortunately, the number of individual-level observations for municipalities that are not 
‘very central’ is rather low (1437 out of 2534). Therefore I treat ‘very central’ municipalities as urban 
and all others as rural. Combining everything between a ‘central’ and a ‘very peripheral’ municipality 
into one group is certainly not ideal. Yet, the analyses show that regional disparities are much more 
pronounced along the economic than the geographic dimension. Second, these findings do not change 
substantively if we exclude central municipalities from the rural group – except for an increase in 
confidence intervals. Hence, note that below, if we compare urban to rural regions, we compare very 
central municipalities (mostly large cities) to all non-very central municipalities. For a detailed discus-
sion of alternative indicators and how they affect the results, please refer to Appendix 3.

The individual-level data and the municipal-level indicators were matched by postal codes. Postal 
codes have been reported by 3007 respondents, of which 22 could not be assigned to a municipality. 
Note that postal code regions do not perfectly map to municipalities. Municipalities may include 
multiple postal code regions and – much more problematic – postal code regions may span over 
multiple municipalities. In these cases, respondents have been assigned to the biggest (in terms of 
absolute population size) municipality in the respective postal code region. Unfortunately, for 451 
observations, there is no information on the unemployment rate (of their municipality),7 resulting in a 
total sample of 2534 individuals nested in 969 municipalities.

As individual observations are nested in municipalities, I run multilevel regression models with 
random intercepts for municipalities. All the models also include weights ensuring the representative-

5 Numbers for 2020, from de.statista.com.
6 Data gathered from the INKAR database (www.inkar.de) provided by the German Federal Office for Building and Regional Planning, based 
on numbers from 31.12.2017.
7 Unfortunately, data on the unemployment rate is not available for certain municipalities, mostly municipalities with very low numbers of 
inhabitants. There is a correlation between the size of municipalities and geographical accessibility. For example, among the 451 respondents 
who live in municipalities with no data on unemployment, only 11 per cent live in urban municipalities. Among the 2534 respondents who 
live in municipalities for which there is data, 59 per cent live in urban municipalities. Hence, the preferences of residents of very small 
municipalities are somewhat underrepresented in the estimated social policy preferences in rural regions. Therefore, interpreting the results, we 
should keep in mind that we may underestimate the urban–rural gap.

10
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PINGGERA 11

ness of the data on age, gender, and education. The models do not include individual-level control 
variables, as we are interested in the absolute regional differences, irrespective of socio-demographic 
or ideological composition. However, Appendix 4 includes the same models with individual-level 
control variables. I will quickly discuss and refer to these models at the end of the results chapter.

Every hypothesis is tested using two models. The first models regresses the attitudinal variables 
on both the economic and geographical measures. The second model includes an interaction between 
the economic and geographical dimensions. All models include a control variable for Western/East-
ern Germany. However, I replicated all analyses for Eastern (N = 640, 25%) and Western Germany 
(N = 1894, 75%) separately (Appendix 5) and I refer to differences between regions whilst discuss-
ing the results. In general, the effects for Eastern Germany are weaker and mostly not significant, 
although the coefficients do point in the same direction as the results for Western Germany.

Table 2 gives an overview of the data analysed in the next chapter to give an idea of the distribu-
tion of the central variables over municipalities.8 While column 1 shows numbers for the entire data-
set, I use the two independent variables (economic and geographical dimension) to build four discrete 
groups of municipalities. Columns 2–5 show the numbers for declining rural, declining urban, boom-
ing rural and booming urban municipalities. Note that these groups only serve an illustrative purpose. 
The following analyses are based on the continuous economic and the binary geographical variable. 
The first two rows show the number of individual-level observations and the number of municipalities 
they are nested in. The mean municipal unemployment rate was used to classify municipalities for 
this table, so by default this rate is lower in booming than in declining regions. The additional rows 
report summary statistics on the socio-demographic and ideological composition of the regions. The 
following numbers are notable: people in booming urban regions are, on average, more than two years 
younger than people in declining rural regions. The mean income is highest in booming urban regions. 
The share of residents with completed tertiary education is eight percentage points higher in booming 
urban areas than in declining rural regions. The share of unemployed is especially low in booming 
rural regions. Last, as expected during the formulation of the hypotheses, ideological divergences can 
only be observed on the socio-cultural dimension, with people in declining rural areas being the most 
conservative, but not regarding the socio-economic dimension.

RESULTS

I start by establishing that policies which compensate for or shield from the adversities of knowledge 
economies are more strongly supported in regions that are economically declining. Table 3 shows 
the results of multilevel linear regression models where, in two models each, support for university 
education (models 1 & 2), support for ALMP (models 3 & 4), and support for unemployment benefits 
(models 5 & 6) were regressed on the economic (booming-declining) and geographic (urban–rural) 
variables. The first models analyse the effects of these two variables separately, while the second 
models also include their interaction terms.

First, we see that economic decline, when controlling for urban–rural and East–West, positively 
correlates with support for education, ALMP, and unemployment benefits. This is confirmation of 
hypothesis 1a. Indeed, with increasing economic deprivation, measured using the unemployment rate, 
the demand for the expansion of policies that counter or protect from economic hardship increases. 
However, these increases are not extremely pronounced. If the unemployment rate rises by 3 percent-
age points, support increases between 0.1 (university education) and 0.2 (unemployment benefits) 
points on the 7-point answer scale. Considering the generally high and stable demand for social poli-
cies, this increase is, however, not neglectable. Note that the coefficient for unemployment benefits 
is double the size of the coefficient for university education and larger than the one for ALMP. Since 

8 Appendix 6 replicates the table for Eastern and Western Germany separately.
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PLACE AND POLICY PREFERENCES – SPATIAL DIVIDES IN ATTITUDES  
TOWARDS SOCIAL POLICIES IN GERMANY12

unemployment benefits have an easily identifiable target group, this is perfectly in line with theories 
that expect the (perceived) benefit profile of a policy to matter for support (Franko et al., 2013). Second, 
in contrast to economic prosperity, the centrality of a region does not significantly affect aggregated 
support for any of the three policies. The difference between urban and rural places remains insignif-
icant, even if we excluded the unemployment rate from the model. This is evidence that hypothesis 
1b may hold – or at least that the test conducted here does not falsify the zero-relationship proposed 
in the hypothesis.

Although the theoretical section did not spell out explicit hypotheses regarding the interaction of 
the two variables, it may still be insightful to analyse how they are intertwined. The second models 
include interaction effects. However, regardless of the dependent variable, they do not reach standard 
levels of statistical significance. Figure 1 graphically illustrates the results of the interaction models 

12

Total Sample
Declining 
Rural

Declining 
Urban

Booming 
Rural

Booming 
Urban

N (Respondents) 2534 463 1077 574 420

N (Municipalities) 969 246 170 391 162

Mean Municipal Unemployment Rate 4.47 6.69 5.89 3.08 2.94

Mean Age 50 50.9 50.1 50.2 48.8

Mean Income 5.74 5.25 5.69 5.91 6.18

Share of Tertiary Educated 29.5 24.4 30.2 30.3 32.4

Share of Unemployed 2.8 3.7 3.2 1.6 2.6

Mean Economic Leftism (0–1) 0.58 0.59 0.58 0.58 0.58

Mean Cultural Leftism (0–1) 0.56 0.52 0.58 0.56 0.56

T A B L E  2  Summary Statistics

University 
Education

University 
Education ALMP ALMP

Unempl. 
Benefits

Unempl. 
Benefits

(Intercept) 4.818*** 4.815*** 4.674*** 4.616*** 4.241*** 4.313***

 (0.080) (0.101) (0.082) (0.103) (0.088) (0.110)

Booming-Declining 0.034* 0.035 0.044** 0.057** 0.073*** 0.056**

 (0.015) (0.020) (0.015) (0.020) (0.016) (0.022)

Urban (Ref: Rural) 0.020 0.029 0.049 0.188 0.013 −0.165

 (0.062) (0.158) (0.063) (0.161) (0.069) (0.172)

East (Ref: West) 0.035 0.034 0.035 0.022 −0.090 −0.069

 (0.078) (0.080) (0.079) (0.081) (0.087) (0.087)

Booming-Declining*Urban  −0.002  −0.027  0.035

  (0.028)  (0.029)  (0.031)

AIC 8803.338 8810.625 8813.263 8819.632 9240.351 9246.198

BIC 8838.270 8851.379 8848.135 8860.316 9275.293 9286.964

Log Likelihood −4395.669 −4398.312 −4400.632 −4402.816 −4614.175 −4616.099

Num. obs. 2495 2495 2470 2470 2499 2499

Num. groups: gemeindeschluessel 962 962 958 958 964 964

Var: gemeindeschluessel (Intercept) 0.015 0.016 0.014 0.017 0.028 0.023

Var: Residual 1.931 1.931 2.011 2.009 2.280 2.284

***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05.

T A B L E  3  Effect of regional indicators on unconstrained support for education and labour market policies
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PINGGERA 13

and shows that support for university education, ALMP, and unemployment benefits is higher among 
respondents in economically declining municipalities than among respondents in economically boom-
ing municipalities, regardless of whether these places are urban or rural. Also note that in Table 3, the 
control variable for Eastern Germany remains insignificant, meaning that unconstrained support for 
education and labour market policies does not differ between respondents living in Eastern or Western 
Germany. However, replicating the analyses for Eastern and Western Germany separately shows that 
the findings are driven by respondents in Western Germany (see Appendix 5). Although the general 
pattern of higher support in declining regions is replicated for Eastern Germany, because of the lower 
number of respondents the coefficients are not statistically significant. Likewise, for Western Germany 
only, the positive effect of economic decline on support for university education turns insignificant.

In sum, support for policies shielding from or equipping against the risks from structural trans-
formations is not only high in general but, as expected, higher in declining than in booming regions. 
This seems to be good news, especially regarding university education and ALMP. If expanding poli-
cies that invest in the economic development of left-behind regions are (more) strongly supported 
in regions that need such investments, introducing and implementing these policies seems elector-
ally unproblematic. However, these policies may not come without costs. Especially, in the realm of 
labour market policies, following a workfare approach, governments may expand ALMP at the cost 
of restrictions or cuts in unemployment benefits. The theory discussed above suggests that relative 
support for SI (ALMP) over consumption (unemployment benefits) is lower in declining and in rural 
regions. The following analyses examine these potential differences in constrained support.

Table 4 shows the results of multilevel logistic regression models that analyse constrained support 
for social policies. The dependent variable in columns 1 and 2 is support for the principle of SI (1) vs. 
the principle of compensation (0). The other models also test support for SI vs. social consumption but 
do so in a more specific scenario in which the expansion of investment comes at the cost of explicit 
retrenchments in consumption. Hence, the dependent variable in columns 3 and 4 is support for ALMP 
if they come at the cost of reduced unemployment benefits. Likewise, columns 5 and 6 study prefer-
ences for ALMP if they come at the cost of cutbacks in pension benefits. As before, the second models 
differ from the first in that they include an interaction term between the regional variables.

For the first two dependent variables, we find that economic decline negatively correlates with 
support for SI vs. social consumption. This is in line with hypothesis 2a. Hence, an increase in the 
unemployment rate leads to decreased support for the general principle of SI vs. social consumption. 

13

F I G U R E  1  Effect of economic prosperity on unconstrained support for education and labour market policies for 
respondents livening in urban and rural municipalities.
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PLACE AND POLICY PREFERENCES – SPATIAL DIVIDES IN ATTITUDES  
TOWARDS SOCIAL POLICIES IN GERMANY14

This is quite remarkable since we could imagine that such general beliefs were more deeply rooted 
in people's belief systems than preferences for specific policies. The same negative effect can also be 
observed for the next dependent variable: citizens in economically declining regions are less likely 
to accept cutbacks in unemployment benefits to expand ALMP. In other words, resistance against 
workfare policies is larger among respondents living in economically declining municipalities. In 
contrast, there is no significant effect of the economic dimension on support for expanding ALMP 
at the cost of cutting back pension benefits. However, reducing pensions to pay for ALMP expan-
sion is also more of a theoretical exercise than a realistic reform scenario – even though examples 
for such connections do exist in the context of larger reforms, i.e., in the German Social Democrats' 
“Agenda 2010” (Mohr, 2009). Still, the insights from the ALMP vs. unemployment benefits trade-off 
are certainly more telling for our understanding of welfare politics in knowledge economies.

In contrast to the unconstrained context, in the constrained scenario we do find a positive effect 
for geography. This effect is, however, only significant for the trade-off between ALMP and unem-
ployment benefits. We find that generally, an expansion of ALMP at the cost of reduced unemploy-
ment benefits is more strongly supported among respondents of urban municipalities. This is a partial 
confirmation of hypothesis 2b. However, the economic effects prevail. The interaction models help us 
analyse the interrelatedness of the two regional variables further. The interaction terms in the second 
models are again not significant, regardless of the dependent variable. Figure 2 graphically illustrates 
the results of the interaction models. Support for SI, regardless of whether we analyse it as a principle 
of the welfare state or as specific trade-off proposals, is overall lower among respondents in econom-
ically declining municipalities than among respondents in economically booming ones. Furthermore, 
there is some evidence that SI support is slightly higher among urban than among rural respondents. 
The graphical illustration of the interaction effects reveals that urbanity particularly affects preferences 
in more economically declining regions, at least for the principle as well as for ALMP vs. unemploy-
ment benefits. For these two dependent variables, there is some evidence that the preferences of urban 
citizens are less affected by the economic prosperity of their municipality. Put differently, support for 
trade-offs in favour of SI is strongest among respondents of booming urban and rural municipalities. 

14

SI vs. 
CONS

SI vs. 
CONS

ALMP vs. 
PLMP

ALMP vs. 
PLMP

ALMP vs. 
PENS

ALMP vs. 
PENS

(Intercept) 0.843*** 0.939*** 0.780*** 0.737*** 0.136 0.282*

 (0.117) (0.149) (0.119) (0.149) (0.113) (0.144)

Booming-Declining −0.074*** −0.094*** −0.103*** −0.094** −0.022 −0.053

 (0.021) (0.028) (0.022) (0.029) (0.021) (0.028)

Urban (Ref: Rural) 0.145 −0.078 0.189* 0.290 0.089 −0.249

 (0.087) (0.229) (0.095) (0.233) (0.095) (0.229)

East (Ref: West) −0.103 −0.093 0.161 0.149 −0.086 −0.067

 (0.102) (0.102) (0.122) (0.123) (0.117) (0.105)

Booming-Declining*Urban  0.042  −0.020  0.065

  (0.040)  (0.041)  (0.040)

AIC 3330.138 3331.029 3401.612 3403.384 3502.581 3501.843

BIC 3359.322 3366.050 3430.799 3438.409 3531.769 3536.868

Log Likelihood −1660.069 −1659.515 −1695.806 −1695.692 −1746.291 −1744.921

Num. obs. 2532 2532 2534 2534 2534 2534

Num. groups: gemeindeschluessel 969 969 969 969 969 969

Var: gemeindeschluessel (Intercept) 0.000 0.000 0.030 0.028 0.005 0.007

***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05.

T A B L E  4  Effect of regional indicators on constrained support for education and labour market policies
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PINGGERA 15

The willingness to accept such trade-offs is overall somewhat lower for citizens in declining urban 
and lowest for citizens in declining rural regions. Hence, contrary to what I expected, the different 
occupational class compositions of booming urban and booming rural regions do not seem to affect 
social policy preferences much.

Again, results for the constrained scenario are replicated in Western and Eastern Germany (Appen-
dix 6) although effect sizes are larger in Western Germany where the results are in line with the ones 
from the pooled sample. In Eastern Germany, support for the principle of SI vs. social consumption 
loses statistical significance, but the effect sizes are almost identical. There is also an urban–rural 
divide regarding trade-offs, but it is significant for the ALMP vs. old age pensions rather than for the 
ALMP vs. unemployment benefits trade-off. Although economic differences between urban and rural 
regions are smaller in Western Germany, in Eastern Germany the disparity has decreased significantly 
over the last years (Fuest & Immel, 2019). This convergence may serve as an explanation for why the 
disparities are overall slightly smaller in Eastern Germany.

As outlined in the data and operationalisation section, the models discussed do not include any 
individual-level control variables because we are interested in identifying absolute attitudinal differ-
ences between regions, regardless of whether these are due to compositional or contextual mecha-
nisms: The composition argument states that support for a given policy is higher in some regions 
than in others because of the socio-demographic or attitudinal composition of the population in these 
regions, which in turn is a result of sorting mechanisms. In contrast, the contextual argument claims 
that the context – in this case, the region in which the population lives – causally affects preferences. 
As recent literature on geographical disparities in attitudinal differences has shown, compositional 
effects usually trump contextual effects (Maxwell, 2019, 2020). Nonetheless, under certain circum-
stances, context can cause adjustments in attitudes (Gallego, 2016). The goal of this paper is not to 
causally link the differences found in either compositional or contextual drivers. Neither am I equipped 
with the necessary data to adequately test this (ideally, panel data spanning a large period) nor is it 
particularly important to answer this question in this study and the specific case it examines. Regional 
disparities in social policy preferences exist and they correlate with economic and geographic factors, 
as this paper shows. To identify popular support and the conditionality of popular support for certain 
policies, we do not need to know whether these support patterns have compositional or contextual 
origins. However, Appendix 4 includes models with individual-level variables to show the degree to 
which compositional variables contribute to the differences identified. In a nutshell, these analyses 
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F I G U R E  2  Effect of economic prosperity on constrained support for education and labour market policies for 
respondents livening in urban and rural municipalities.
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show that spatial differences in support for educational and labour market policies hardly diminish 
after the inclusion of various individual-level variables.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

In this paper, I argue that attitudes towards social policies are characterised by geographic divides. 
These divides run along an economic (booming-declining) and a geographic (urban–rural) dimension. 
Analysing the preferences for two SI policies (university education and ALMP) and a consumption 
policy (unemployment benefits) revealed two main findings. First, the general demand for either of 
these policies is higher in declining than in booming regions. Second, in a constrained setting, where 
the expansion of some policy comes at the cost of cutbacks in another policy, SI policies are preferred 
over consumption policies in booming regions, and to a smaller degree, in urban regions than in 
declining and rural regions. In sum, in Germany, spatial divides in attitudes towards education and 
labour market policies exist and they emerge first and foremost along an economic dimension. The 
divide along the urban–rural dimension is much less pronounced.

This paper makes several contributions. First, it contributes to the welfare state literature by intro-
ducing geography as an indicator of social policy preferences in general, and SI preferences in particu-
lar. Second, the paper also contributes to the contemporary welfare literature by showing that the 
socio-cultural dimension of political conflict is increasingly relevant for welfare politics (Beramendi 
et al., 2015; Häusermann & Kriesi, 2015). This is especially important for SI policies. Thus, the spatial 
concentration of more traditionalist voters in rural regions and of more progressive voters in urban 
ones is a potential obstacle to overcome in closing geographical divides in both economic develop-
ment and feelings of discontent. These findings shed light on the likelihood of success of different 
investment strategies.

This brings me to the policy implications of the paper. The paper's findings, to some degree, stand 
in contrast to policy advice that aims at the sustainable development of declining or remote regions by 
investing in skills and capabilities, such as promoted by rationalist or technocratic approaches. Along 
these lines, it has been emphasised that the “answer has to come not from less or more intervention, 
but from a different type of intervention […]”, which “requires policies aimed not a [sic] providing 
transfers or welfare, but at enhancing the opportunities of most territories” (Rodríguez-Pose, 2018: 
205). Similarly, it has been suggested that policies aimed at helping and retraining left-behind workers 
may help address the roots of discontent (Carreras et al., 2019: 1416; also see Coyle, 2017). From 
an economic perspective, such policy advice seems reasonable and the findings of this paper show 
that investing policies are indeed very popular. However, introducing investments by cutting back 
compensating policies, most notably, through workfare policies that retrench unemployment benefits, 
might be a rather unpopular strategy.

Fourth, the paper thereby also contributes to a bigger discussion on compensating left-behind 
regions and moderating populist appeal (Foster & Frieden, 2019). Understanding how geography 
structures not only vote choice and socio-cultural attitudes but also specific social policy demand 
is crucial for explaining when and why parties may foster support based on economic rather than 
cultural issues.

Future work could extend these findings in different ways. First, the analyses could be replicated 
in more countries. As regional economic and socio-demographic variation within Western and Eastern 
Germany is relatively small (Fuest & Immel, 2019), Germany is not an easy case to test spatial diver-
gences in welfare preferences. Gaps in attitudes between municipalities are potentially larger in other 
countries. Second, the mechanisms behind regional divides deserve more attention. This study could 
not convincingly show that the socio-demographic and attitudinal composition of the population 
explains these divides, which leaves room for potential contextual effects. Third, future studies might 
want to oversample respondents in declining, and especially, rural regions to gain a more nuanced 
understanding of preferences in “left-behind” places. Finally, it might be promising to expand the 
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literature on “place-based appeals” (Jacobs & Munis, 2019; Parker, 2014) to welfare politics to ask if 
and how parties address voters' social policy preferences in different regions.
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