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We argue that so-called geographies of discontent work within regional hierarchies in a
spatial continuum, whereas the previous literature has mainly invoked dichotomous divides,
such as core-periphery or the North-South. A place’s relation to surrounding communi-
ties and regions remains an understudied topic. We analyse the municipal distribution of
electoral support for Sweden Democrats (Sverigedemokraterna, SD) in the 2014 and 2018
Swedish national general elections. We show that higher accessibility to other large muni-
cipalities within the same region, as well as being surrounded by relatively larger neigh-
bouring regions, is associated with further support for SD. The within-region associations
are only reliably identified among the urban group.
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Introduction

Geographies of discontent are often perceived
of in a dichotomous way, such as through
North-South, East-West, Rural-Urban or
Metropolitan-Small City divides. The narra-
tive implies that in many countries of the post-
globalised world, central places and major
cities have been flourishing, while the rest
is left behind. Rodriguez-Pose (2018) argues
that people living in economically and socially

lagging places channel their discontent through
political preferences for populist parties, and
exact revenge on a prosperous urban elite that
they deem to be dismissive of the rest of the
country. Coyle and Ford (2017) similarly high-
light growing regional inequalities as a primary
source of political discontent in the United
Kingdom (UK), manifested by the dispropor-
tionate support for Brexit in lagging regions.
Current academic and political debate often
relate the geographical disparities in voters’
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preferences to how a place is performing eco-
nomically relative to the largest metropol-
itan areas in the country. The debate revolves
around the alienation residents of small and
declining places feel in response to rapid
growth elsewhere. This swiftly growing debate
has added much to how we think of rural-
urban differences and the relationship between
the core and the periphery. In this paper, we
argue that a cornerstone of modern geography,
that is, the spatial continuum, is an important
yet overlooked aspect when discussing geog-
raphies of discontent.

While the current debate certainly has
merits, a binary divide between a ‘centre’ and
a ‘periphery’ conceals an urgent area for re-
search. Small communities of discontent are
nested within regional hierarchies, and they are
connected not only to the rest of the country
but also, and perhaps even more importantly,
to other nearby communities. It may even be
the case that rural communities are intertwined
in their own hierarchies of discontent. The re-
lationship between political preferences and
local economic performance cannot be fully es-
tablished only by comparing these localities to
the national average or a few prosperous urban
centres. As Waldo Tobler (1970, 236) invokes
as the first law of geography, ‘everything is re-
lated to everything else, but near things are more
related than distant things’. A gravitational ap-
proach would suggest that geographical vari-
ation in political discontent can be attributed
in part to a community’s relative position in
its region, as well as the performance of its re-
gion compared to surrounding regions. To give
a practical example: voters in the periphery and
less affluent parts of an urban labour market
might have a feeling of being less well off in
comparison to the thriving urban core. Distance
as an exclusionary factor in this context is pre-
viously addressed by Dijkstra et al. (2020), who
argue that the distance from any given loca-
tion to the nation’s capital is a driver of discon-
tent. We intend to add to this ‘ivory tower’ line
of argument and point to smaller pockets of

discontent that are fuelled by inter- and intra-
regional inequalities.

To assess the relevance of hierarchies for the
manifestation of discontent in local areas and
to do so in a spatial continuum, we use data
from Swedish municipalities and functional la-
bour market areas. During the past three elec-
tions (in 2010, 2014 and 2018), the Sweden
Democrats (SD), routinely dubbed a populist
party in the press, saw their vote share increase
dramatically from low single digits before the
2010 election to nearly 20%, which completely
altered the Swedish political landscape. Yet, at
the municipal level, the vote shares still range
between 9 and 40 percentage points in 2018.
Local labour markets, which are based on eco-
nomic integration and the intensity of com-
muting between municipalities, provide us with
the possibility to investigate the local-regional
diversity of those voting patterns. The existence
of generally monocentric regional structures
across Sweden and access to detailed data fur-
ther contributes to the informative nature of
Sweden as a case.

By using wage sums as proxy for the eco-
nomic mass of a place, we construct three ac-
cessibility measures that together add up to the
total market access of any local area. The three
elements of the accessibility measure let us as-
sess the importance of the economic capacity of
a place relative to other local areas within the
same region and to other regions separately in
a spatial continuum. The first accessibility vari-
able reflects the municipalities’ own economic
conditions. The second accessibility variable
captures the economic conditions of the re-
gion at large (discounting municipalities’ own
conditions), which is a way to investigate how
the relative performance of neighbouring local
communities may influence discontent. Finally,
the third variable measures accessibility to all
other regions, albeit weighted towards nearby
regions. This measure reflects that the relative
position of a municipality’s own region with re-
spect to other regions may contribute to discon-
tent. To isolate the relationship between these
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three variables and discontent as manifested in
SD vote share and change in support for SD
over two election periods, we also control for
more established influences of discontent, such
as level of education and immigration. We fur-
ther run the models for urban and peripheral
areas separately to assess whether discontent is
nested within structures inside and outside of
the larger urban centres.

Our argument rests on the conjecture that if
inequalities are perceived locally, then their ef-
fects, and the ‘revenge’ of left behind places are
likely to be more localised than so far recognised
in the literature. For example, an individual
who commutes within a local labour market,
or between neighbouring local labour markets,
will be likely to use these places as a reference
point when forming her political opinion, in
addition to the perceived and experienced in-
equality between her local environment and
a distant metropolis. If this regional hierarch-
ical approach to political discontent proves to
have merit, then it is also of societal relevance,
as policy responses need to go beyond transfer
of resources from ‘South’ to ‘North’ but need
to tackle localised disparities as well. Our em-
pirical findings are indeed in line with such a
hypothesis, as they are consistent with added
effects from regional hierarchies. Holding the
economic conditions of a municipality and its
own labour market region constant, we show
that having relatively strong regions nearby
is statistically strongly associated with discon-
tent. Our empirical context is hence consistent
with discontent as partially spurred by dynamic
nearby labour market regions. We also dem-
onstrate interesting differences with respect
to urban vs peripheral places, in that the stat-
istical association between discontent and a
municipality’s relative position in the own re-
gion is only reliably identified in urban labour
market regions.

The paper is structured as follows: In the next
section, we first summarise the current state of
debate around geographies of discontent and
introduce in what ways we consider relational

aspects measured for example through acces-
sibility and proximity as an explanation for re-
gional divergences in voting patterns. We then
continue in section 3 to present the Swedish
case, before in section 4 we embark on a quan-
titative analysis of Swedish labour market
regions where the accessibility approach is dis-
cussed in detail. Section 5 concludes.

Geographies of discontent

The literature on ‘geographies of discontent’
has grown considerably over the past few years.
A central theme in research on the topic is
that lagging places cultivate a feeling of being
‘left behind’ that ultimately results in revenge
voting for populist parties (Coyle and Ford,
2017; McCann, 2018; Rodriguez-Pose, 2018).
Much of the literature is written in the con-
text of the UK’s Brexit vote (see for example,
Abreu and Oner, 2020, Dorling and Tomlinson,
2019, Los et al., 2017, Rodriguez-Pose, 2018,
Rodriguez-Pose et al., 2020 amongst others), or
at the EU level (Dijkstra et al., 2020). The lag-
ging regions are characterised by, for example,
persistent poverty and weak access to public
services (McCann and Ortega-Argilés, 2021;
Rodriguez-Pose, 2018, 2020).

An underlying rationale in most of the lit-
erature is that the left-behind mindset de-
velops in places ‘distant’ from the main
metropolitan regions, or where traditionally
thriving industries decline and where the
central government’s policy response is per-
ceived of as insufficient or even harmful (see
for example, Rodriguez-Pose, 2018). Dorling
and Tomlinson (2019) argue, in the case of
the UK, that austerity policies disproportion-
ally affected already poor areas. In a similar
vein, the authors of several papers argue that
anti-globalisation attitudes arise from ex-
posure to trade shocks, and that internation-
alisation of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI)
into the local economy contributes to popu-
list voting patterns (Calontone and Stanig,
2016; Creszenzi et al., 2018). The local nature
of FDI leads to widening inequalities across
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regions with different economic structures, for
example, manufacturing vs service-oriented
local markets (Figus et al. 2018; Rodrik 2017;
The Economist 2017). Such variation in local
economic structure is then linked to how gains
from globalisation are capitalised on by a se-
lect number of people living in globally con-
nected regions with high accessibility. In a
similar vein, Dijkstra et al. (2020) highlight
the role of deindustrialisation and the winners
of a digital and service-oriented economy.
They map anti-EU votes in electoral districts
in the EU-28, concluding that an ‘anti-EU vote
is mainly a consequence of local economic and
industrial decline in combination with lower
employment and a less educated workforce’
(2020, 737).

There is also some literature on the rela-
tionship between immigration and discontent.
Over the past decade, European countries
have been a popular destination for refugees
from countries that experienced turmoil and
war. Immigrants arrived from places such as
Iraq, Afghanistan, parts of Africa and more
recently from Syria, often in masses and al-
most exclusively in unexpected waves that
spurred coordination and governance issues
(Henrekson et al., 2020). In the context of the
EU referendum in the UK, there is some evi-
dence that the voters in regions with higher
net migration are more sceptical towards im-
migrants (Arnorsson and Zoega, 2018), and
that although the Leave vote was lower in
more ethnically diverse areas, rapid growth in
immigration is associated with a higher pro-
pensity to vote Leave (Goodwin and Milazzo,
2017; Kaufmann,2019). Similarly, in Sweden, a
positive correlation between refugee concen-
tration and support for anti-immigration sen-
timent is observed, particularly in declining
small communities outside the metropolitan
areas which received a higher proportion of
refugees during the recent Syrian refugee
crises due to shortages of housing in large

labour markets (Wennstrom and Oner, 2015;
2021).

Cultural grievances related to alienation
from an open and young urban society, resent-
ment towards reinforced multiculturalism and
cosmopolitan views and a general feeling of
being dismissed by the ‘establishment’ are other
issues that are highlighted in the academic de-
bate (Abreu and Oner, 2020; Collier, 2018;
Rodriguez-Pose, 2020). However, sometimes it
is perceived rather than real inequality that is
linked to discontent (McCann, 2020), whereby
political views are related to feelings about
an issue rather than actual exposure to it. For
example, in the context of immigration, there
is some evidence for anti-immigration senti-
ments in areas with relatively low share of im-
migrants (Essletzbichler et al., 2018; Goodwin
and Milazzo, 2017).

None of the existing work argues that the
only relevant explanation is the economic and
social downturn in a local environment alone
but thatitis acombination of several factors and
their interaction with the individual character-
istics of the voters. Voter characteristics, such as
education, employment, personality traits, age,
gender, ethnic background, and cultural values
are highlighted as integral parts of grievances
manifested in political preference (Abreu and
Oner, 2020; Los et al., 2017). Consideration of
these characteristics has spatial implications
likewise as the individual and their local envir-
onment is in continuous interaction: people sort
themselves in space with respect to their char-
acteristics, and these characteristics in turn are
influenced by geography. There is some, albeit
limited, attempt to tackle the issue of sorting.
For example, by way of examining seemingly
identical voters living in different environ-
ments, Abreu and Oner (2020) differentiate be-
tween the compositional and contextual effects.
They find that the most important contextual
determinants of the Leave vote are cultural ra-
ther than economic in nature.
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Regional hierarchies of political discontent

While rich in identifying the contextual deter-
minants of discontent, the literature has not
dealt systematically with spatial interaction and
hierarchical relationships between localities.
Much of the literature builds on the presen-
tation of voting patterns via electoral districts
and administrative units in a discrete fashion
(Dijkstra et al., 2020; Rodriguez-Pose, 2020).
But these territorial units do not exist in space
in a vacuum. They are in continuous interaction
with one another, where the extent of this inter-
action diminishes with distance. The persistent
relationship between distance and intensity
of interaction is exactly what constitutes the
backbone of the regional science literature.
Hierarchical arrangement of places and the
spatial interaction between them have been
at the core of the field, starting from the trad-
itional location theories (for example, Berry,
1964; Christaller, 1933; Losch, 1944; Parr and
Denike, 1970) to gravitational models (Haynes
and Fotheringham, 1984; Reilly, 1929, 1931).

In our approach, we move beyond a discrete
analysis of localities where they are compared
against one another indiscriminately. Instead,
we incorporate spatial continuum into the ana-
lysis of geographies of discontent by way of
an accessibility approach. Over and above a
local area’s position relative to the prosperous
urban centres, increased support for populist
political movements at the local level can be
attributed to how voters compare their social
and economic environment to others in the
vicinity. In fact, the relevance of others’ condi-
tions as a baseline against which voters com-
pare their own environment may diminish with
distance to them, implying a distance decay in
comparison.

This approach lines up well with other
strands of geography as well. The feeling of re-
sentment against the establishment, while cer-
tainly being pertinent in peripheral regions,
has been acknowledged to exist in a complex
geography. The literature in human geography,

as well as critical geography with its strand on
relational perceptions of territoriality (Amin,
2004; Jessop, 2001, 2016), have argued for an
understanding of space as a result of ‘flows’ and
a ‘network society’ (Castells, 2000). Harvey,
as early as 1969, presented a relational under-
standing of space where space can be under-
stood through social, ecological, cultural, and
physical processes, influenced by its relation
to other entities. Castells (2000) argues that
the transformation of society is forging ahead
towards a network society where connectivity
plays an ever more important role. Such con-
nectivity is an inherent feature of accessibility
within and across regions (Klaesson et al.,
2015).

Twenty years after critical geography started
to discuss relational geographies as forms of
territorial structure, the nation states arguably
preserve their importance as the fundamental
territory. The nation has gained further mo-
mentum as manifested in peoples’ voting pat-
tern in favour of populist parties calling for a
strong state, often fuelled by nationalist senti-
ments. Why, then, do we argue that relational
aspects can aid us in understanding voting pat-
terns? People cross borders continuously, for
example, for commuting and consumption. It is,
therefore, reasonable to hypothesise that con-
ditions at the local level influence their political
preferences, as well as their perception of how
well or worse off they are in relative terms. It
follows that accessibility between the localities
that are nested within and across integrated
local market areas (that is, functional regions)
captures politically relevant local conditions
better than the administrative boundaries of
these localities can accomplish on their own.

In the context of our analysis, a functional, re-
lational understanding of space translates to a
perspective where citizens perceive themselves
as part of their Verflechtungsraum,' and that
they feel left behind on the one hand in rela-
tion to others in their area, to other areas. That
is: they are unable to profit from opportunities
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in their reach, spatially and culturally. A local
area’s position with respect to the functional
region it belongs to and to other functional re-
gions it is surrounded by, therefore, may reveal
relational aspects of discontent better than if
we simply focus on its conditions in comparison
with the country at large. Interestingly, the ap-
plied regional science literature offers an ap-
propriate empirical tool to study the extent of
relatedness across and within regions, that is,
accessible market potential, which constitutes
the backbone of our empirical approach (see
for example, Johansson and Klaesson, 2011;
Klaesson et al.,2015). This potential mechanism
motivates our empirical design in which we in-
vestigate discontent in Swedish municipalities
in relation to the functional local labour market
regions they belong to and to other functional
regions nearby.

Swedish context

The Swedish electoral system runs through
four general elections. These are elections for
National Parliament (Riksdag), for the regional
assembly, for the municipal councils and for the
European Parliament. Municipal, regional and
parliamentary elections take place at the same
time every four years and the voter can choose
to vote for different parties at different levels of
governance. Our empirical focus is on the share
oflocal votes for the national parliament cast for
the Sweden Democrats (Sverigedemokraterna,
SD) at the municipal level.

The Swedish political landscape is diverse
with a total of eight political parties above the
4% threshold for parliamentary representation.
Based on 2018 elections, the largest voter base
is attached to Social Democrats with over 31%
of the votes, followed by the Moderates with
23% of the votes. The third largest party both in
2014 and in 2018 elections was the SD with 12.9
and 175%, respectively. The rise of popularity
for SD has been extraordinary. In the 2006
elections, the party gathered as little as 2.9% of
the total votes. Only in the 2010 elections did

they pass the 4% threshold to gain parliamen-
tary representation with 5.7% of the votes. As
of May 2021, SD poll at nearly 20%, leaving a
small margin between them and the Moderates,
the second largest party.

The official SD party programme is based on
nationalism and social conservatism. At a time
with rapid and significant refugee migration,
they made issues related to immigration and
systematic failures associated with the integra-
tion of immigrants central to their party policy.
Despite that some consider SD a far-right popu-
list party,® the party disputes the far-right label
and strives to place itself in the political centre.
Sweden has received more refugees per capita
than any EU member state during the recent
Syrian refugee crises, which magnified the ex-
isting challenges related to the integration of
immigrants into Swedish labour market and to
society at large. In response, SD has focused on
national identity and culture, and the party is by
and large opposed to multiculturalism. In terms
of foreign policy, although the party is against
further EU integration, it does not actively pro-
mote separation from the union.

Figure 1 displays two maps, showing the
geographical distribution of SD votes in 2014,
as well as the change in their vote share be-
tween 2014 and 2018 general elections across
the 290 Swedish municipalities. In both maps,
the values are represented in quintiles. We see
that southern and the relatively more con-
nected parts of Sweden are overrepresented
in terms of a higher support for SD, already
challenging the dichotomous notions such as
urban-rural or the north-south. It is striking
that in the 2018 elections, all Swedish mu-
nicipalities, without exception, displayed a
higher support for SD, the increase in support
ranging from nearly one to 12.7 percentage
points. Another noteworthy regularity is that
municipalities with high support, as well as
a higher increase in support, are scattered
across the country rather than clustered.
This geographical pattern hints at significant
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Figure 1. Sweden Democrats’ vote share in 2014 General Elections, and the change in their vote share between 2014 and 2018
General Elections across Swedish municipalities. Maps by authors.

variations in political preferences across mu-
nicipalities that are nested within the same
regions.

Data, variables and empirical design
Empirical design

Proximity is a key element in our thinking, cap-
tured by an accessibility approach. Accessibility
measures what you are surrounded by, but
also how ‘accessible’ those surroundings are.
Citizens relate to what happens around them,
and hence we argue that their behaviour is in-
fluenced, including the extent to which they
feel left behind, in their own regional context.
Building on the core aspects of accessibility, we
argue further that it matters greatly how you
are connected to other regions. Accessibility is
also a proxy of access to services, which is al-
ready regarded as a key cause of discontent in
the literature. Proximity plays a role, both in
terms of spatial distance as well as in terms of
relatability.

It should be noted at this point that what we
present below are correlations conditioned on
confounding factors known from previous lit-
erature. It is not our ambition to isolate causal
effects, but rather show some suggestive re-
sults to investigate the empirical validity of our
points made above. Using experimental data, or
instrumental variables, to deeply analyse causal
effects is a complicated matter that we leave for
future research on this topic. With these caveats
in mind, the model to be estimated is a simple,
linear Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) model.
The full model is outlined in equation (1).

yie= a+X S+Z d+e¢ 1)

where y, denotes the SD vote share in na-
tional parliament elections in each munici-
pality i at time ¢, X is a vector of accessibility
variables described below and a variable
describing driving distance to Stockholm. Z
is a vector of control variables. We estimate
the model using data for the two most recent
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elections, that is, 2014 and 2018. The model
is estimated first, using only the accessibility
variables, and second with all control vari-
ables included. We also estimate the influence
of variables at time ¢ (2014) for the change
between ¢ (2014) and ¢ + 1 (2018), that is
Yien ~ Yie

Further, we estimate the models based on
whether the municipality belongs to a region
classified as peripheral or urban. Peripheral re-
gions have been defined as those regions where
the central municipality in terms of commuting
flows has fewer than 50,000 inhabitants in 2016.
Out of a total of 290, this classification desig-
nates 148 municipalities as urban and 142 as
rural. The rationale for this operation is to in-
vestigate the differences between sparser re-
gions with few municipalities to metropolitan,
larger and denser regions with many municipal-
ities. The choice to run our analysis for urban
and rural regions separately is motivated both
by theory and the empirical regularity displayed
above in Figure 1. Theoretically, based on a cen-
tral place theory framework, each market area
of a higher order contains the market areas of
a lower order. The larger the centre is in a re-
gional system, the greater its gravitational pull
is, leading to a higher degree of connectivity
between the smaller localities. Whereas in rela-
tively rural regions, hierarchical domination
of a high order centre either does not exist
(where a municipality is a region of its own),
or its gravitational pull is weaker compared to
their urban counterparts (leading to relatively
fewer localities being nested within the same
region). Empirically, the variation in spatial
dependencies can be observed between such
urban and rural regions from Figure 1, where
we see greater dependence around the urban
areas down south than we observe in the north.

Variables and descriptive statistics
Accessibility variables

The accessibility variables that we employ are
based on wage sums. The decision to base the

analysis on wage sums, rather than employment
numbers, is in part based on recent criticism of
employment numbers as proxies for economic
activity. Many who are registered as ‘employed’
work little or have occasional jobs; this problem
is particularly prevalent among the foreign-
born (Eklund and Larsson, 2020). We consider
wage sums generated by the resident popula-
tion a better measure of ‘economic mass’ in our
empirical context.

The wage sums are discounted by time-
travel distances. A place has high accessi-
bility if it has high economic mass, as proxied
by wage sums, combined with effective in-
frastructure to render that mass accessible.
Accessibility may hence be thought of as a
measure of effective density (for example
Andersson et al., 2014; Matas et al., 2015). In
our empirical context, we use data on average
commuting times by car between municipal-
ities. Driving remains the predominant means
of commuting in Sweden, and similar data
are often used to delineate labour market
areas themselves (see for example, Johansson
et al., 2002).

It is logical to think of the total accessibility
of a municipality i as the sum of three compo-
nents: accessibility within the own municipality
(m), accessibility within the labour market re-
gion (R), and accessibility to all other regions
of the country (E).

Accessi; = Access?. + Access®, 4+ Access®, 2)

Several functional forms have been tested out
in the literature (see the review in Klaesson
et al., 2015) and an exponential distance-decay
function coupled with average commuting
times (t) generally seems to fit the data best,
that is:

Access], = Wiexp {—Autii}, municipal accessi-
bility to wage earnings of municipality i
Accesst, = " ;cx, Wiexp {—Agt}, regional accessi-

bility to wage earnings of municipality i
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Accessf, = Y gr, Weexp {—Artu}, ~ extra-regional

accessibility to wage earnings of munici-
pality i

The setup implies that the first measure expo-
nentially weighs the economic mass of muni-
cipality i with average commuting time by car
for workers who commute within that muni-
cipality. Likewise, the second measure weighs
the wages generated in all other municipalities
k within the same labour market region. The
third measure captures weighted wage sums in
all other regions of the country. The time-travel
weighting means that the measures all favour
nearby places and that places farther away are
exponentially discounted away because people
are exponentially less likely to commute that
far. It follows that the last measure is heavily
influenced by accessibility to immediately sur-
rounding regions. The distance-decay param-
eters (A) take on three different values® based
on commuters’ observed responses to time dif-
ferences. The parameter values are estimated
using gravity models in Johansson et al. (2003).
An attractive property of accessibility measures

Accessibility to wage sums.

Within-municipal
7 014
2482555 - QTEA20T

I ovesces - 1ecesssr
I soscest -zezasa
I 2028 - saaarony
I 27 - 1aaansean

is that they serve to greatly alleviate, or even
eliminate, problems of spatial autocorrelation
(Andersson and Gras;jo, 2009).

All data on wage sums (as well as for the
control variables) are obtained from Statistics
Sweden (SCB). All collected data are aggre-
gated from register data, meaning that there is
no risk of sampling errors and at most a minis-
cule risk of mismeasurement. Figure 2 presents
three maps showing the geographical variation
of accessibility across Swedish municipalities.
By construct, the degree of accessible market
potential at the municipal level is more evenly
distributed across the country. Whereas access-
ible market potential at the regional level, and
across different regions is more concentrated in
urban regions, particularly in the southern part
of the country.

Other variables

In addition to the accessibility variables,
similar to Dijkstra et al. (2020), we also in-
clude a variable measuring distance to the
capital. In our case we measure driving
distance (number of hours) to the centre

Acce ssibility to wage sums S Accessibility to wage sums
Within-region & Extra-regional

ma i ma

[ o-s6r0me  § [ 2138 - eaz2000

[ ssw0es7 - 25a572r2 [ eeven - paasszz
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[ —— [
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Figure 2.

Accessibility to wage sums across Swedish municipalities: within municipalities, within regions and between regions.
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of Stockholm. The idea of measuring the
distance to the central authority is to analyse
the effect of being farther or closer to the
‘central metropolis’.

We further employ a set of control variables
to isolate accessibility from other factors. Based
on our survey of the previous literature we
introduce the following control variables,* also
all obtained from SCB:

College share: the share of local inhabitants
with at least a 3-year university education.

Employment rate: the share of local
inhabitants either employed or registered as
employers or self-employed.

Change in share of visible minorities
since 2004: share of inhabitants born either
in Africa or in the Middle East. Using the
concept of visible minorities is important for
two reasons. First, the literature that deals with
the compositional effects of migration at the
local level argue that the native population’s

perception of immigration is shaped much
after the divergence of immigrants’ appearance,
dress, religious customs, etc. (Osth et al., 2015).
Second, the variable captures the two of the
largest wave of refugee immigration in recent
times, the first wave following the second Iraq
War between 2005 and 2006, and the second
wave in 2014 onwards following the Syrian civil
war (Klaesson et al., 2021).

All variables are summarised in Table 1.
Further in Appendix Tables Al and A2, all
variables are summarised again for muni-
cipalities in peripheral and urban regions,
respectively.

Note that the increase in SD vote share
between the 2014 and 2018 is large, indeed
the 2014-mean increases by more than a
2014-standard deviation just four years
later. Another variable that shows a size-
able increase between elections is the share
in visible minorities since 2004. The next
section explores to what extent the levels
and the change of SD votes can be explained
quantitatively.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics.

Variable Mean SD Min Max
Sverigedemokraterna vote share 2014 15.34 4.47 5.30 29.96
Sverigedemokraterna vote share 2018 20.93 5.43 8.58 39.23
Change in Sweden democrat vote share 14-18 5.59 1.75 0.99 12.70
Within-municipal accessibility to wage sums 2014 (In) 16.93 1.03 14.73 20.94
Within-municipal accessibility to wage sums 2018 (In) 17.09 1.05 14.89 21.13
Within-regional accessibility to wage sums 2014 (In) 16.18 522 0.00 21.11
Within-regional accessibility to wage sums 2018 (In) 16.34 527 0.00 21.31
Extra-regional accessibility to wage sums 2014 (In) 16.73 1.15 767 18.84
Extra-regional accessibility to wage sums 2018 (In) 16.90 1.16 787 19.03
Driving distance to central Stockholm (h) 4.04 227 0.32 12.90
Share college graduates 2014 13.83 5.98 6.70 43.85
Share college graduates 2018 15.14 6.33 786 45.52
Employment rate 2014 6762 4.14 56.29 78.62
Employment rate 2018 68.86 3.93 59.19 79.09
Change in share visible minorities 2004-2014 1.90 1.35 -0.01 10.04
Change in share visible minorities 20042018 3.58 2.09 0.56 12.49

N =290
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Table A1. Descriptive statistics, municipalities in urban regions.

Variable Mean SD Min Max
Sverigedemokraterna vote share 2014 15.35 5.14 5.30 29.96
Sverigedemokraterna vote share 2018 21.03 6.21 8.58 39.23
Sverigedemokraterna vote share, change 2014-2018 5.68 1.80 2.00 12.70
Within-municipal accessibility to wage sums (In) 2014 1725 1.05 14.73 20.94
Within-municipal accessibility to wage sums (In) 2018 1743 1.07 14.89 21.13
Within-region accessibility to wage sums (In) 2014 18.44 2.01 0.00 21.11
Within-region accessibility to wage sums (In) 2018 18.62 2.04 0.00 21.31
Extra-regional accessibility to wage sums (In) 2014 1716 0.78 14.64 18.84
Extra-regional accessibility to wage sums (In) 2018 1733 0.79 14.76 19.03
Share older than 65,2014 25.79 4.37 15.81 36.34
Share older than 65,2018 26.87 4.90 15.45 38.86
Share college graduates 2014 16.00 702 718 43.85
Share college graduates 2018 1775 750 799 46.46
Employment rate 2014 68.37 4.09 58.69 78.62
Employment rate 2018 70.27 3.87 60.37 79.72
Share visible minorities 2014 3.49 3.37 0.25 23.15
Share visible minorities 2018 4.96 3.78 0.76 25.73
N =148

Table A2. Descriptive statistics, municipalities in rural regions.

Variable Mean SD Min Max
Sverigedemokraterna vote share 2014 15.33 3.65 700 25.40
Sverigedemokraterna vote share 2018 20.82 4.49 11.45 32.07
Sverigedemokraterna vote share, change 2014-2018 5.49 1.70 0.99 11.01
Within-municipal accessibility to wage sums (In) 2014 16.59 0.89 14.84 18.64
Within-municipal accessibility to wage sums (In) 2018 16.73 0.90 14.92 18.81
Within-region accessibility to wage sums (In) 2014 13.83 6.37 0.00 19.11
Within-region accessibility to wage sums (In) 2018 13.96 6.43 0.00 19.29
Extra-regional accessibility to wage sums (In) 2014 16.28 1.30 767 18.24
Extra-regional accessibility to wage sums (In) 2018 16.44 1.31 787 18.43
Share older than 65,2014 29.35 3.09 21.72 3712
Share older than 65,2018 30.83 3.44 21.32 40.56
Share college graduates 2014 11.56 3.40 6.70 22.18
Share college graduates 2018 12.87 3.74 795 25.87
Employment rate 2014 66.84 4.06 56.29 76.90
Employment rate 2018 68.72 3.95 59.80 79.64
Share visible minorities 2014 2.64 1.46 0.30 8.72
Share visible minorities 2018 4.47 224 1.27 12.63

N=142
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Regression results

The main results from estimating (1) for all mu-
nicipalities, initially with only the accessibility
and distance to Stockholm variables in (1-3)
and then with the control variables in (4-6), are
presented in Table 2. The table estimates the
association between the variables and election
results for SD for 2014 and 2018 general elec-
tions, as well as for the change between the two
elections.

Starting with the estimated effects for intra-
municipal accessibility, having higher internal
access (that is, a denser and more accessible
local market) is correlated with lower shares of
SD votes as one would predict. In 2014, a one
standard deviation increase in internal acces-
sibility is associated with about 2 percentage
points lower support for SD. In 2018, the corres-
ponding figure is around 2.5 percentage points.
However, these isolated effects completely dis-
appear when we include the control variables.
In particular, the share of college graduates is
strongly (negatively) associated with the share
voting for SD.

The inter-regional measures are generally
positive, meaning that, holding a municipalities
own market size constant, being surrounded by
economically strong municipalities in the same
region is associated with more SD votes. The
coefficients are of modest size, but the standard
deviations are larger here, as can be seen from
Table 1. An interesting observation is that these
variables all remain statistically significant after
including the control variables. In the full model,
a one standard deviation change in within-
region accessibility is associated with about 1.25
percentage points higher SD support in 2018
and about 0.8 percentage points in 2014. In this
light, our argument that the economic capacity
of the neighbouring localities within the same
functional region affects ‘revenge’ voting is af-
firmed in our empirical context. Such relation-
ship is evident for places both near and far from
Stockholm as we control for the time distance
to the country’s capital following Dijkstra et al.

(2020). For distance to capital, we generally find
a positive association between driving distance
to Stockholm and higher support for SD. This
association is consistent with the argument that
voters ‘further away’ from the central power
are overrepresented among the revenge voters.

Finally, the association between having
larger surrounding regions is generally associ-
ated with higher SD votes, all else equal. These
relationships are also more robust than the
within-region results, as the extra-region results
do not change much depending on the control
variables. That is: being surrounded, and other-
wise having commuting distance to, larger la-
bour market regions is generally associated
with more revenge voting. In the full model,
increasing extra-regional accessibility by one
standard deviation is associated with 1.6 and 1.9
percentage points higher SD votes in 2014 and
2018, respectively.

In conclusion, when we run the model for
all municipalities, we find ample support that
‘geography matters’ in the sense that sur-
rounding municipalities and regions are a rele-
vant factor to take into account when analysing
so-called revenge voting, over and above the
economic capacity of a given locality.

We repeat the same empirical procedure in
a multivariate setting for urban and periph-
eral regions, presented in Table 3. Some things
are particularly noteworthy. First, previously
isolated effects of within-region accessibility
seem to be largely driven by urban areas. That
is, having powerful localities nearby within the
same functional region seems to drive discon-
tent only in urban regions. We found no evi-
dence for such relationship for municipalities
in peripheral regions.

Second, the estimates for extra-regional ac-
cessibility are statistically significant in all spe-
cifications except change in SD vote share in
urban regions. The magnitude of these esti-
mates is statistically significantly larger in mu-
nicipalities that are hosted in urban regions.
The underlying standard deviations are much
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larger for extra-regional accessibility in per-
ipheral areas, meaning that the standardised
changes are smaller than the differences in co-
efficients. It is further noteworthy that this is the
only variable of interest where the aggregate
results still hold in the disaggregated models.

Third, the effect of driving distance to
Stockholm is strongly positive for SD vote
shares for municipalities in urban regions; each
hour of distance to Stockholm is associated
with 0.8-1 percentage point higher support for
SD. Such relationship is negative for the mu-
nicipalities in peripheral regions (albeit not
statistically different from zero in 2018). Such
result implies that the positive relationship be-
tween distance to capital and support for SD
is entirely dominated by the municipalities in
urban regions.

Finally, we also observe an interesting pat-
tern for the relationship between the change in
visible minorities and support for SD. For the
level of support captured by SD’s vote share in
the two elections, we find that a higher growth
in visible minorities is negatively associated
with SD support (albeit not statistically signifi-
cant) in urban areas. But such relationship is
positive and statistically significant in periph-
eral municipalities. This result implies that the
isolated effect of having more non-western im-
migrants take off in opposing directions inside
and outside of urban areas.

Concluding remarks

This article reappraises the role of the geog-
raphy in ‘the geographies of discontent’ The
point of embarkation in this paper was that
in addition to alienation from ‘urban elites’,
a feeling of ‘being left behind’ can also take
root when citizens live in places that are over-
shadowed economically by neighbouring
places. A potential importance of proximity
in a spatial continuum for how people assess
their conditions and display discontent is an
underexplored aspect in the debate. To address

this issue, we recall Tobler’s (1970, 236) first law
of geography: ‘everything is related to every-
thing else, but near things are more related than
distant things’. We argue that to understand
geographies of discontent, and ‘revenge voting’,
inter-regional and intra-regional disparities are
important avenues to explore.

Communities of discontent are nested
within their regional contexts and geographies,
whereby the feeling of being left behind is, in
addition to the national context, fuelled by their
perception of prosperity in nearby places. We
recognise the validity of the arguments brought
forward in the existing literature: resentment
towards the central political power (‘the estab-
lishment’) is real, and also supported by our
analysis. However, over and above a locality’s
relative position to the country average at large,
citizens are likely to compare the social and
economic conditions of their own environment
to other localities nearby; those that they asso-
ciate with, resemble culturally more closely, and
observe more often.

We evaluated this idea by analysing the extra-
ordinary success of the Sweden Democrats
(Sverigedemokraterna, SD) in Swedish politics
in two general elections (2014 and 2018) across
Swedish municipalities using an accessibility
approach. We document that municipalities
surrounded by larger municipalities in the same
region, as well as those surrounded by larger
regions, have substantially higher support for
SD, holding their own economic mass constant.
Inter-regional disparities are the strongest pre-
dictor in our analysis and they remain strong
when we control for known confounding fac-
tors. This result is consistent both in urban and
peripheral places. Further, revenge voting is
also correlated with having larger areas nearby
within the own region, albeit only reliably so in
regions with a strong urban core.

An interesting interpretation is that the idea
of infrastructure as a solution for these types of
grievances may be counteracted at least to some
extent,and particularly so with intra-regional links
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to larger places. This is so, since increasing acces-
sibility to nearby regions may indeed increase the
extent to which people feel disadvantaged in their
communities compared to places with larger eco-
nomic capacity, in addition to perhaps also further
rellocation of economic activity to those larger
places. We consider such interaction an absolute
key for future research to consider.

Endnotes

! Regions consisting of a densely packed inner core
and the surrounding connected area.

2 See, for example, https://web.archive.org/web/
20100925083436/http://hsf.bgu.ac.il/europe/index.
aspx?pgid=pg_127842651505941456.

3 The A for within-municipality accessibility is 0.02,
for within-region accessibility 0.1 and for extra-
regional accessibility 0.05.

4 For reasons of multicollinearity, we had to exclude
the share of elderly people in the analysis. Including
this variable does not meaningfully change any of
the main results of the paper.
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