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Abstract. Modern economics attributes great importance to spatial inequality: yet in 
studying discontent with politics, existing research has mostly neglected local contexts 
and attitudes people hold about them. I use British Election Study data to investigate 
the factors leading people to believe their (self-defined) community is ignored by the 
political process. Firstly, real economic contexts play a role, since residents of low-
income communities tend to express higher discontent. Secondly, negative 
perceptions of the local economy are associated with higher discontent, whereas 
equivalent ‘egotropic’ measures of people’s personal economic situation have no such 
effect. Thirdly, I observe a ‘grievance’ effect wherein people are particularly high in 
discontent when they believe that the national economy is more successful than that 
of one’s local community. I conclude that in understanding the causes of a sense of 
political neglect, the local community plays a substantial role, and should be a fruitful 
angle for future research in the domain of discontent.  

 

Introduction 

Since the Brexit vote in the United Kingdom and the election of President Donald 
Trump in the United States, the notion of political discontent reflecting geographic 
divisions has found a degree of favour within the discipline of political science. 
Coyle and Ford (2017, p. 67), in their account of Brexit, argue that political 
‘alienation’ has become entrenched in ‘left behind’ areas since the 1980s, due to the 
fraying of the ‘economic and social fabric’ and the failure of successive governments 
to reverse this decline. Specifically, they argue for ‘the devolved nations and 
England outside of the southeast’ as being the locus of discontent – identifying 
regional divisions as the wellspring of political anger.  However, while this paper 
argues that this perspective has real value, I contend that the geographic account as 
it exists at present requires further explanation, examination and refinement.  

To begin with, the evidentiary basis for this account is somewhat at odds with the 
perspective offered by existing research, which has found that regional effects on 
discontent in the U. K. are limited and sporadic, despite the well-known economic 
inequalities between these regions (Jennings et al. 2016; Audits of Political Engagement 
1-14). While this may indicate that geographic differences are unimportant, it is 
equally possible that this may be a function of the high level of aggregation that 
most of these studies employ. Research on economic inequalities in the United 
Kingdom (e. g. Dorling and Pritchard, 2010) has emphasised the spatially 
concentrated nature of disadvantage, such that the economic context of one’s 
‘community’ may be very different to that of one’s ‘region’. A more discriminating 
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analysis, based on much smaller geographic areas, may be required to identify the 
effects of economic context. Additionally, however geographic ‘context’ is specified, 
it is not yet clear that any geographic differences we may observe are genuinely due 
to any contextual effects rather than mere compositional artefacts. It may be that 
people in disadvantaged areas tend to be alienated because they are themselves 
disadvantaged: lacking ‘resources’ such as education and wealth and/or occupying a 
different social ‘status’. This paper will demonstrate that effects are genuinely 
contextual, deriving from the economic disadvantage in one’s community. Since, 
outside of the field of racial attitudes, contextual effects have rarely been detected for 
other political opinions (Hopkins, 2013), it is all the more striking that an association 
is found in this instance.  

Drawing on an innovative method of gathering public perceptions related to the 
local community embedded in a large UK-based public opinion survey, and 
integrating this with official small area economic data, this article provides empirical 
evidence of the relevance of the local, and proposes how these relationships should 
be conceptually understood. These findings make several contributions to the study 
of political discontent. Firstly, this paper innovates in using the local community as 
an analytical frame to study discontent and its causes. Additionally, this paper 
demonstrates the importance of the local community for perceived representation — 
both in terms of people’s perceptions of the area they live in, and of the objective 
economic circumstances of their surroundings. Finally, this article finds evidence for 
four distinct mechanisms driving perceived community representation, 
demonstrating not just that context matters but how it matters.  

Specifically, these are as follows. Firstly, I find evidence for a basic sociotropic 
dynamic at community-level: negative perceptions of the local economy are 
associated with higher discontent. Secondly, I find that discontent is associated with 
‘grievance’ that one’s community is perceived to be facing worse economic 
conditions compared to the country at large. Finally, real economic contexts may 
also hold a degree of importance, since living in a low-income community is 
associated with a higher probability of discontent. Together, these findings have 
important implications both for how the discipline might further pursue the study of 
perceived community representation, and how policy-makers might respond to the 
challenge of people feeling their communities are ‘left behind’ by politics in modern 
Britain. 

 

Bringing geography in 

The United Kingdom is an appropriate test-case for the effects of spatial inequalities. 
The UK is among the top ten OECD countries for inter-region gaps in disposable 
income (McCann, 2016). Long-term processes, related to the legacy of 
deindustrialisation and the increased importance of property wealth, are 
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compounded by shorter-term effects brought on by the Great Recession of the late 
2000s and early 2010s. For instance, Forth finds that in the period between 2007 and 
2011, the decline experienced by the economy of South Yorkshire (as measured by 
GDP per capita) was almost as large as that of Greece; and it has since experienced 
very little of the return to growth found in areas such as London (CityMetric, Oct. 30, 
2017). Wealth inequalities between areas are even more stark: as of 2013, in 
Kensington and Chelsea, the unitary authority in the UK with the highest property 
prices, these were nearly twenty times those seen in Blaenau and Gwent (Savage, 
2015). It is recognised that these divergent economic outcomes have broader social 
impacts: Buchan et al. (2017) find compelling evidence of the North-South divide in a 
large and widening gap in early mortality since 1995. Studies suggest awareness of 
the regional dimension of UK inequalities: in a 2014 survey, nearly half of 
respondents agreed that ‘Britain’s economy is more regionally divided than it was 30 
years ago’ (New Statesman, March 20, 2015).  

Nonetheless, as mentioned previously, existing research has located only limited and 
sporadic evidence that these regional differences manifest themselves in patterns of 
discontent. For instance, annually-collected Audit of Political Engagement data 
indicates that the regional divides in ‘satisfaction with the present system of 
governing’ are irregular, and often fail to reach statistical significance. Similarly, 
Jennings et. al. (2016) find only marginal differences between regions in aggregate 
levels of agreement with six different items relating to views of politics and 
politicians. While they locate some regional effects in their individual-level 
regressions, the large majority of these are insignificant at the p<.05 level after 
controlling for voting intention.  

In order to explain this apparent absence, political science may benefit from a closer 
examination of the literature on geography and inequality. The focus on inequality 
as a regional phenomenon may obscure how spatially concentrated disadvantage is 
in the United Kingdom. Dorling and Pritchard (2010) state that ‘poverty and wealth 
are fractal in their geographies’ (p. 90). At the level of Lower Super Output Areas 
(LSOAs), a small statistical area comprising around 1-3000 residents, areas in 
Glasgow, Liverpool and Manchester at the 5th decile of deprivation are on average 
bordered by at least one LSOA where 35% of people are income deprived and one 
LSOA where just 10% of people are income deprived. In the city of Glasgow, even 
areas with the least deprivation are on average bordered by at least one area where 
30% of people are income deprived (Livingston et al., 2013). The extent of 
concentration means that, to explore the effects of people’s lived reality, economic 
context should be considered in a more localised fashion than has so far been utilised 
in research into discontent. 

However, it remains to be demonstrated what the relevance of local conditions are to 
political discontent. Why is it that people should care about community conditions, 
rather than merely their personal situation? Do community conditions matter only in 
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an absolute sense, or is the perception that one’s area is being ‘left behind’ (by the 
country at large) also important? Finally, what aspects of local economic 
disadvantage should be associated with discontent? In the following sections, these 
questions shall be addressed by rethinking the existing literature on discontent that 
addresses economic factors.   

 

The role of ‘sociotropic’ perceptions and why the local should matter 

To begin with, it is worth noting that even at the macro-level there is debate around 
the importance of economic factors. Alesina and Wacziarg (2000) provide a 
compelling explanation for the long-term decline of trust across most nations in the 
developed world, arguing that the end of the post-war years of growth and stability 
has led to long-term loss of confidence in the government’s ability to provide good 
economic conditions, although Dalton (2016) disputes this. In cross-sectional, 
individual-level studies, findings are inconsistent as to whether poor economic 
perceptions are responsible for a lack of trust (Hetherington and Rudolph, 2015): for 
instance, Citrin and Green (1986) found that their influence in the USA varied 
dramatically across a four-year period in the early 1980s. 

While it remains an open question as to how far economic perceptions affect political 
discontent, there is a near-consensus that if they do it is ‘sociotropic’ evaluations - 
those that pertain to national economic conditions – that matter, rather than 
individualistic evaluations. Voters, in the view of Anderson and Mendes (2005, p. 9), 
‘blame the government less for their personal economic difficulties than for failing to 
produce good economic outcomes for the country as a whole’ – only the former, they 
find, influences trust in government.  

What is left mostly unaddressed by the literature is whether perceptions of the local 
economy also hold any importance. However, there is a firm theoretical basis for this 
expectation. The basis for the importance of national-level evaluations is believed to 
be two-fold: first, it may be based on ‘pro-social’ concern for others; second, it may 
be based on an expectation that national conditions indicate the economic risks and 
benefits that one can personally expect in future (Kinder and Kiewiet, 1981: 132). 
Both, however, indicate that perceptions of local circumstances should be of real 
importance. The pro-social factor should be present: if anything, in-group sentiment 
is likely to be stronger in the real community (populated by people we know and 
care about) than in the ‘imagined community’ of the nation-state. Secondly, since 
people usually work close to their home1, people are likely to give some weight to 
local economic conditions when they consider their personal prospects.  

                                                            
1 Over 60% of people work at home or under 10 kilometres from their home (ONS, 
2014.) 
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Beyond the theoretical, this argument is supported to some degree by existing 
empirical research. Firstly, in the context of the United States, Rogers (2014) 
demonstrated that ‘communotropic’ economic perceptions affected Congressional 
approval, controlling for both personal and national equivalents. Since Congress is 
the relevant representative body, it is plausible that this reflects local circumstances 
shaping perceptions of the underlying quality of representation. Secondly, the work 
of Pattie, Johnson, and other notable scholars in the field of electoral geography have 
shown that localised considerations – such as views of whether one’s local area has 
been getting more/less prosperous than other parts of Britain - influence people’s 
political judgements in a UK context, namely their voters at General Elections (Pattie 
et. al., 1995, Tunstall et. al., 2000, Pattie and Johnston, 2006). Thus, localised 
conditions have a proven importance in UK politics, and have been shown (albeit in 
a different national context) to influence considerations connected to representation. 

From this follows a basic proposition: evaluations of the representation of one’s 
community should be influenced by so-called ‘communotropic’ perceptions of the 
local economy (Rogers, 2014). This general expectation takes the form of two specific 
hypotheses. H1a is as follows: positive views of recent change in the local economy are 
associated with positive views of community representation. H1b, similarly, states that the 
perception of a higher rate of unemployment in one’s community is associated with negative 
views of community representation. This explanation shall henceforth be referred to as 
the communotropic model of political discontent. 

 

Distributive justice and a theory of ‘grievance’ 

While the communotropic dimension is likely to be a relevant one in and of itself, it 
may be that its importance also derives from how the community is seen in relation 
to the norm. Miller and Listhaug (1999, p. 215) show that the perception that one’s 
group is getting less than they deserve is highly damaging to political trust. Under 
principles of distributive justice, when a group is not conferred the benefits that 
accrue to others, members of that group tend to experience a sense of grievance, 
which informs their confidence in the system that is perceived as responsible for 
distributing resources (in this instance, government or the political system as a 
whole). Applying this basic principle to the local/national dynamic, it follows that 
people may be especially likely to experience discontent with the representation of 
their community when they perceive the economic situation in their local area as 
worse than that which exists nationally.  

Existing literature points towards a specific formulation of this general idea. 
Theoretically, this is based in ‘group justification’ theory, wherein people experience 
a psychological need to ‘develop and maintain favourable images of one’s own 
group’, in this instance members of your geographic community (Jost and Banaaji, 
1994). People who believe they live in a poorly-performing area, and believe that the 
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national situation is significantly better, might seek external causes for the relative 
deprivation of their in-group, which do not reflect on the qualities of local 
inhabitants. They may, therefore, be more likely to understand the area’s 
underperformance as an unjust result of political failure. However, those who 
believe they live in a high-performing area, but that the national economy is 
performing poorly, may be less keen to attribute their relative ‘gratification’ to 
political choices that have benefited their area and its inhabitants. In other words, 
people tend to blame political processes rather than credit them, in line with the 
general perspective of ‘grievance asymmetry theory’ in the economic voting 
literature2. 

Thus, the following expectation presents itself: the more negative the view of local 
economic performance, the stronger the association between positive views of the 
national economy and negative views of community representation. This I shall term 
the grievance model of political discontent. Specifically, it is represented by the 
following hypotheses, H2a and H2b. H2a states that the more positive the view of the 
national economy, the stronger the association between negative views of the local economy 
and negative views of community representation. H2b, similarly, contends that the lower 
the estimate of national unemployment, the stronger the association between higher estimates 
of local unemployment and negative views of community representation.  

 

Resource effects and their application to communities 

The above serves to illustrate how the literature has developed a substantial 
understanding of the role of economic evaluations, and how on this basis one can 
develop reasonable expectations about how these insights can best be applied in the 
study of local factors in discontent. This section will apply the same logic to tangible 
economic ‘resources’ such as income: how should poorer or richer communities – 
rather than mere individuals – perceive their political representation?  

In the trust literature, Braun and Fatke (2017) have observed that ‘rational choice’ 
explanations of political trust based on self-interest have a strong hold. This view is 
echoed by Newton et al. (2017) who state simply that the affluent – as society’s 
‘winners’ - should be less likely to distrust ‘social arrangements that have served 
them well’, and the political systems that establish those social arrangements. For the 
most part, existing studies suggest that this assumption holds.3 In the United States, 
some studies have detected income effects (Soss 1999; Jackson 1995), which 
connected higher levels of household income to higher levels of ‘external political 
efficacy’ (i.e. more positive views of whether politics is responsive to people like 

                                                            
2 See Mueller (1970) for the original statement of the theory. 
3 See e. g. Davis and Hitt (2016) for a counter-example in the context of the United 
States. 
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oneself). Studies with large cross-national data sources have demonstrated some 
association of higher income with increased trust (Van Der Meer and Dekker, 2013) 
and higher satisfaction with democracy (Castillo, 2006.)  

It is notable that income appears to have the same effects across these different forms 
of political satisfaction/discontent. This is not the case for another key ‘resource’, 
education, where higher education tends to increase ‘external efficacy’, but decrease 
satisfaction with democracy. As such, there may be something particular about the 
experience of living on a low income that catalyses a somewhat generalised 
discontent with politics. This may be derived from various sources.  People on low 
incomes have experienced stagnating wages, and as such may perceive consistent 
failures of political delivery. There may be an element of social distance from 
professional politicians: MPs — and cabinet ministers even more so — are high 
earners by definition and so may be seen by people on low incomes as less capable 
of understanding their needs. Allen and Sarmiento-Mirwaldt (2015) find that those 
with incomes below £40,000 were significantly more likely to feel a ‘discommunion 
of interests’ between themselves and MPs: that is, to feel that MPs were less affected 
by economic conditions and less reliant on public services. Finally, a phenomenon 
like political trust is partly ‘anticipatory’: trust is highest when one can expect the 
best in the future (Scheidegger and Staerklé, 2011). Yet many people on low incomes 
are never far from circumstances of real poverty, and tend to face greater challenges 
of employment insecurity: they may therefore have less confidence that any success 
they experience will be sustained.  

Although we lack evidence on the effects of low income as a contextual factor, it is 
possible that it matters at a contextual level for much the same reasons: an apparent 
failure to deliver for the community, a social distance from its people, and an 
inability to expect a good future for the community. Indeed, it may be easier for the 
public to diagnose systemic failings from observing patterns of experience in their 
community (repeated job losses, business closures, homelessness, evictions and so 
on) than it is for them to connect their own, limited experience to political failure.  

While people will inarguably have imperfect knowledge of their community’s 
‘resources’, the spatial concentration of poorer and richer areas in the UK means it is 
likely that people have at least a broad understanding of economic conditions in 
their area. As such, I propose H3: a higher average local income is associated with positive 
views of community representation.  

It is essential to acknowledge at this point that the take-home pay of locals may not 
be the proximate cause of an income effect. For the purposes of this paper, any effect 
of income should properly be considered as a proxy for the effect of occupying a 
broadly higher or lower position in a hierarchy of local economies: that is to say, 
being advantaged in the distribution of economic resources. For this reason, I refer to 
this final explanation as the community resource model of discontent.  
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Data and methods  

Data and dependent variable 

I use a merged dataset, combining survey data on respondents in England and 
Wales from Wave Three of the British Election Study Internet Panel (Fieldhouse et 
al., 2015: fieldwork September to October 2014) with official statistics at the Middle 
Super Output Area level. Wave Three applied an innovative survey method to elicit 
specific respondent considerations about their ‘community’. Respondents are asked 
to draw on a map the area which they consider defines their ‘community’. 
Respondents were subsequently asked ‘How much do you think the interests and 
views of people in your local community are listened to when important decisions 
affecting them are made by national government?’, rating this on a scale of 1-4 from 
‘not at all’ to ‘a great deal’, along with a wider battery of questions. For my 
dependent variable, two categories at the higher end are merged such that the 
category predicted is ‘not at all’: thus, models predict one’s chances of being in the 
most negative quarter of the population. All models use binary logistic regression to 
estimate parameters and predictive margins. 

 

Independent variables: individual-level 

The independent variables are as follows. Firstly, I model the effects of retrospective 
economic perceptions, for both national and community-related perceptions. The 
former is measured by asking ‘How do you think the general economic situation in 
this country has changed over the last 12 months?’. For the latter, respondents are 
asked ‘Thinking about your local community, how do you think the general 
economic situation has changed over the last 12 months?’. In the original survey, 
these are Likert scaled: here they are rescaled from 1-4 to combine the two positive 
categories, since so few respondents stated that things had ‘got a lot better’. Scales 
are reversed such that higher numbers denote increasing positivity about each kind 
of economic perception. For simplicity of interpretation, the models assume these are 
continuous variables and model linear effects for each.  

Perceived unemployment rates in one’s community/the country as a whole are 
measured by a BES question asking respondents to place a marker for each on the 
same slider from zero to 100 per cent, encouraging respondents to gauge one against 
the other. For the purposes of this paper, the variable in each case has been 
transformed into a 1-8 scale based on the distribution of responses, such that higher 
values represent higher estimates.  
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Independent variables: contextual 

In addition, objective context is measured at the Middle Super Output Area level for 
small areas in England and Wales: small census areas of between 5,000 and 15,000 
people. The BES offers a wide variety of potential contextual ‘containers’, linking 
respondents to large Government Office Regions, local authorities, Parliamentary 
constituencies, and, at the smallest level, MSOAs. My decision to use MSOAs is 
informed by two factors. Firstly, it most accurately captures the scale of objective 
spatial inequalities in the United Kingdom, which become more evident the less 
aggregation is undertaken. Secondly, small areas are necessary for approximating 
the small scale at which Robertson et. al. (2008, 39) find that people develop 
conceptions about the relative status of their area. The specific variable at MSOA-
level is the median net household income, based on model-based estimates 
produced by the ONS for 2014, which include all major income sources net of 
various outgoings such as taxes, rates and housing costs.  

 

Control variables 

With regard to the hypothesis of a contextual effect, it is clear that certain risks do 
present themselves, which require careful attention to the demographic controls: 
specifically, those relating to any economic factors. It is well recognised in the 
literature that contextual effects can easily be confused with the effect of ‘residential 
sorting’: for instance, when people with high racial animus move out of a diverse 
area, average levels of racism will fall, but this is not because the other respondents 
became lower in racial animus. The problem in this instance is not quite so acute: it 
would be very unlikely if people based moving decisions on a belief such as ‘does 
government listen to the area?’. However, there is the basic issue that better-off 
people are more likely to move out of worse-off areas to better-off ones (and vice 
versa). Therefore, socio-economic controls are included, in order to assess the 
presence and magnitude of their effects relative to those deriving from local factors 
The principle decision taken in this regard was to control for household income: 
based on the ordinal variable of self-reported gross annual income by income 
category in the British Election Study. Although this involved a loss of cases, due to 
the very high proportion of ‘don’t know’ responses, it was ultimately judged 
essential when conducting an analysis of this kind to ensure that the observed 
contextual effect is not a spurious result of omitted, individual-level differences.  
Subjective class position is included in order to estimate the effects of middle-class 
(coded 1) as opposed to working-class self-identification (coded 2).4 Individual 
qualifications, gender, and age are included as demographic controls. Additionally, 
all models control for government approval (on a 1-4 scale), and for party 
                                                            
4 Respondents identifying as another class, or as not belonging to a class, are retained 
in the models to avoid excessive loss of cases. 
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identification, since the ‘winner-loser gap’ in levels of discontent is a ‘consistent and 
persistent’ feature of public opinion in democratic systems (Anderson et al., 2005). 

 

Results  

Communotropic versus conventional  

The first line of enquiry pursued by this paper concerns the basic relevance of 
‘communotropic’ perceptions. These shall be contrasted with the ‘conventional’  
model, which expresses the contribution of the range of predictors discussed in the 
established literature. Specifically, it encapsulates the effects of individual-level 
resources (household income, level of education, subjective class), personal 
experience (retrospective household finances), and national-level economic 
perceptions (retrospective economy, and perceived national unemployment rate). 

It was argued that negative views of the local economy should be associated with 
higher discontent with the representation of one’s community by central 
government. This general theory was expressed by two specific hypotheses. Firstly, 
H1a was proposed, which stated that positive views of recent change in the local economy 
are associated with positive views of community representation. Model 2 (Table 1) 
indicates that it is indeed possible to reject the null hypothesis. The effect of more 
positive opinions about the local economy’s performance in the past year is 
negatively-signed, and highly significant, indicating that positive views of the local 
economy are associated with lower discontent. Furthermore, Model 2 indicates that 
this relationship is not item-specific. H1b stated that the perception of a higher rate of 
unemployment in one’s community is associated with negative views of community 
representation, and in this instance we can also reject the null hypothesis. From Model 
2, we can observe a positive relationship between discontent and the respondent’s 
estimated level of unemployment in one’s community. Hence, Model 2 provides 
considerable support for the communotropic model of discontent. 

To illuminate the contribution of communotropic factors, three further findings can 
be highlighted. Firstly, the effect size of local retrospective perceptions is substantial. 
Moving from the least to the most positive perception reduces the predicted 
probability of expressing high discontent from 0.39 to 0.16. Secondly, the 
communotropic model appears to have substantially better fit with the data 
compared to the ‘conventional’ model, as displayed by all three fit statistics (AIC, 
BIC, and R2). Thirdly, whereas in the conventional model (1) perceptions of the 
change in the national economy had a significant effect, this does not occur when the 
variables measuring communotropic factors (2) are included. It follows from the 
above, as well as from the support found for H1a and H1b, that the communotropic 
model is of significant value in explaining political discontent. 
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Table 1. The effects of economic perceptions on the probability of high discontent 
with community representation. 

Source: 2014-17 British Election Study Internet Panel. 
Notes: Models include controls for party identification and government approval. Coefficients represent 
the effect of the variable on the likelihood of selecting the options that one’s community is not listened to 
‘at all’ by central government. 
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001 

 

The role of grievance 

The second theoretical proposition was the ‘grievance model’, which posited that 
people would make more negative judgements of community representation if they 
saw their community as being ‘left behind’ compared to the nation as a whole. In 
Models 3 and 4, I test the grievance model over two distinct variants of economic 
perceptions. Firstly, I include a variable for level of economic pessimism: one 
relating to pessimism about one’s local community, and one relating to the national 

 Conventional Communotropic Grievance 

Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Age (years) -.001 (.002) -.002 (.002) -.001 (.002) -.001 (.002) 

Gender: female -.271*** (.066) -.270*** (.067) -.311*** (.065) -.253*** (.067) 

Education (ref: no quals)   

GCSE .007 (.123) .029 (.124) -.030 (.124) .007 (.123) 

A-level .075 (.133) .095 (.135) .115 (.134) .054 (.134) 

University .053 (.129) .052 (.130) .091 (.129) .032 (.129) 

Subjective class: middle (ref: 
working) 

-.128 (.082) -.048 (.083) -.051 (.083) -.110 (.082) 

Household income -.007 (.010) .002 (.010) .002 (.010) -.003 (.010) 

Positivity – household finances -.079 (.041) .010 (.042) .010 (.042) .117** (.038) 

Positivity – national economy -.098* (.040) -.003 (.041) .035 (.110)  

Positivity – local economy  -.444*** (.048) -.442** (.096)  

Estimate national 
unemployment (low-high) 

-.038* (.016) -.075*** (.020)  .031 (.034) 

Estimate local unemployment 
(low-high) 

 .049* (.021)  .212*** (.036) 

National * local economic 
pessimism 

  .008 (.038)  

Estimate of local * estimate of 
national unemployment 

   -.031*** (.008) 

AIC 6214.8 6111.8 6123.5 6185.8 

BIC 6361.7 6272.0 6277.1 6339.4 

R square 0.075 0.091 0.089 0.080 

N 5,862 5,862 5,862 5,862 
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situation. H2a states that the more positive the view of the national economy, the stronger 
the association between negative views of the local economy and negative views of 
community representation. Support for the grievance model, in this case, would arise if 
the interaction term between these variables were positive. Specifically, this would 
indicate that the higher the level of local economic pessimism, the larger is the effect 
of national economic optimism in increasing the propensity for discontent (and vice 
versa). From Model 3, we observe that the expected relationship is not found in the 
case of local and national economic pessimism. As such, we fail to reject the null 
hypothesis for H2a. 

Secondly, I include a variable for estimates of national and local unemployment. 
Similar to the above, H2b contends that the lower the estimate of national unemployment, 
the stronger the association between higher estimates of local unemployment and negative 
views of community representation. Again, support for the grievance model would arise 
if the interaction term were positive, indicating that the higher the estimate of local 
unemployment, the larger is the effect of a low estimate of national unemployment 
in increasing the propensity for discontent (and vice versa). In this instance, the 
expected relationship does emerge. As such, we may reject the null for H2b, thereby 
offering support to the grievance model. These effects are most easily understood 
from a comparison of the slopes in Figure 1.  

Figure 1. The effect of estimates of local unemployment on the probability of high 
discontent with community representation given perceived national unemployment. 

 
Note: Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals of the estimated probability of high discontent 
obtained from the results displayed in Model 4 (Table 1). 
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As proposed above, the most likely explanation for this derives from the psychology 
of group attachment. People who see a much worse situation in their local economy 
than nationally will tend to want to displace the responsibility from the community 
itself, and are likely to indict the government (or the political system) instead. 
However, those who perceive their communities to be succeeding ahead of the 
nation are likely to use this in a process of psychological bolstering that gives credit 
to the in-group of local people, rather than to assess this as an example of 
extraordinary success by political authorities.   

 

The effect of real conditions 

The above has demonstrated the importance of economic perceptions and the 
mechanisms which link them to perceived community representation. However, it is 
also crucial to understand how far attitudes vary predictably according to real 
economic resources in the community – which should serve as the most direct test of 
whether spatial inequality is a genuinely important phenomenon determining how 
people feel about representation. In order to test the validity of the ‘community 
resource’ model, I specify Model 1 (Table 3).  

 

Table 2. The effects of economic context on the probability of high discontent with 
community representation. 

Variables Model 1 

Age (years) .000 (.002) 
Gender: female -.297*** (.065) 
Education (ref. cat.: no quals)  

GCSE .008 (.122) 
A-level .094 (.133) 
University .086 (.128) 

Subjective class: middle (ref: working class)  -.072 (.082) 
Household income  .006 (.010) 
Average weekly earnings in MSOA (£10s) -.016*** (.003) 
AIC 6198.0 
BIC 6338.2 
R square 0.077 
N  5,862 

 
Source: 2014-17 British Election Study Internet Panel. 
Notes: Models include controls for party identification and government approval. Coefficients represent 
the effect of the variable on the likelihood of selecting the options that one’s community is not listened to 
‘at all’ by central government. 
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001 
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Model 1 deliberately omits the local economic perceptions (of change and 
unemployment), which are expected to be partly derived from the ‘real’ local 
conditions as captured through the variable for local average incomes. It should be 
apparent that the results also support the resource model. Model 1 shows that we 
can reject the null in the case of H3, which proposed that a higher average local income 
is associated with positive views of community representation. Average weekly income 
after housing costs had a highly significant effect, and in the expected direction: 
higher local incomes are associated with a lower probability of believing one’s 
community is ‘not at all’ listened to (see Figure 2). Notably, this effect of income is 
not found at an individual-level: people who estimate their household income in the 
higher brackets do not tend to believe their communities are better represented. 
Together, these findings provide further evidence of the relevance of 
‘communotropic’ over individual circumstances in forming perceptions of the 
representation of localities.  

Figure 2. The effect of average weekly earnings in one’s Middle Super Output Area 
on the probability of high discontent with community representation. 

 

Notes: error bars represent 95% confidence intervals of the estimates from Model 1 (Table 2). 

 

Robustness checks 

In relation to the above models, I carry out a series of robustness checks, the results 
of which can be located in Appendix i. In relation to the models from Table 1, I 
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control for more generalised political discontents, such as external efficacy, trust in 
MPs, and satisfaction with UK democracy. While we can be reasonably confident 
that perceptions of community representation constitute a separate attitude, they 
arestill heavily influenced by whether politicians, politics and democracy-in-practice 
are held in esteem. Since we cannot reject a priori the idea that economic perceptions 
affect more general political discontents, we must control for these to test the 
robustness of the effects of economic perceptions. I also control for a variable 
measuring sense of belonging to the local community, which may be an indicator of 
a sense of rootedness and security in the place where one lives, and is therefore 
likely to be correlated both with economic perceptions and with perceived political 
representation. 

With regard to the communotropic model, the robustness checks do alter one 
substantive finding relating to Hypothesis H2a, which proposed that higher 
estimates of local unemployment would be associated with high discontent. After 
controlling for the listed variables, the effect of local unemployment is non-
significant. However, the effect of perceptions of the local economy remains highly 
significant and retains a large effect size, supporting H2b, and indicating that a 
degree of explanatory power and validity should still be attached to the 
communotropic model. As far as the grievance model is concerned, the overall effect 
of the inclusion of these variables is to cause only minor changes to the effect sizes, 
with no apparent impact on the significance or direction of the key independent 
variables (specifically, the interaction terms between local and national economic 
perceptions.) Therefore, the empirical support for the grievance hypotheses appears 
to be robust, and the null hypothesis (that the effect of perceived national conditions 
is not conditional on perceived local conditions) can be rejected. 

In relation to the models from Table 1, I carry over the variables previously used as 
robustness checks in relation to perceptions: efficacy, trust, satisfaction with 
democracy and the sense of belonging to one’s community. However, I go further in 
this instance, introducing a further set of controls. Political science literature has 
tended to emphasise the importance of ‘cultural’ as opposed to economic concerns in 
electoral expressions of discontent, such as voting for UKIP. It is possible that these 
also apply to attitudinal discontents, such as that expressed by the dependent 
variable, and that the effects of the economic context is overestimated if 
measurements of ‘cultural’ context are omitted (in practice, the ‘cultural’ usually 
indicating attitudes relating to race and diversity). As such, I introduce variables 
relating to diversity and ethnicity perceptions in one’s community. Specifically, these 
are the respondent’s estimated proportion of whites, the estimated proportion of 
those born outside the UK, and the respondent’s perception of whether their 
community has become more diverse (on a 1-5 scale). These controls require the loss 
of some cases, such that n=4,922 for these checks. 
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In this instance, the significance of the independent variable (average local incomes) 
was unaffected by the inclusion of these controls, and effect sizes were on a similar 
order as in the original models. As such, the robustness checks do not raise any 
particular cause for concern. It is, then, possible to reject the null hypotheses that 
local resources (incomes) are not associated with perceived representation of the 
community. 

 

Conclusion 

I began by noting the way the narratives used to understand political discontent had 
begun to incorporate a spatial element in the political moment post-Brexit and 
Trump, but expressed concerns that this had not been accompanied by real scholarly 
understanding of this dimension. In this article, I have sought to identify the precise 
impact of community economies – both from the standpoint of their real economic 
conditions and the perceptions people hold about them – and the mechanism that 
links them to political discontent. Below, I summarise the major findings, exploring 
their potential implications for our understanding of the drivers of political 
discontent, for how the discipline could explore this further, and in highlighting the 
general value of paying attention to geographic inequalities. 

Firstly, replicating a common finding in the political trust literature, I show that 
personal circumstances and ‘egotropic’ economic perceptions are of minimal 
importance in perceived community representation. This can be seen in terms of the 
non-significant findings over several variables that capture different egotropic 
dimensions: the objective resource factor, personal income; the status factor, 
subjective class; and the perceptual factor, one’s own household finances, broadly 
supporting the findings of Rogers that the egotropic approach has limited 
explanatory power. However, this study diverges from some previous literature, 
including Rogers, in that I find that one’s view of the national economy is not a 
significant factor. Despite its utility in explaining political trust, the conventional 
‘sociotropic’ perspective, which focuses on national perceptions, is not wholly 
satisfying in understanding why people perceive a poor quality of representation in 
their community. 

Secondly, this research has found that there is a substantial role for an explanation 
based on the ‘grievance’ associated with perceived inequality between one’s 
community and the country-at-large. This finding indicates that the common 
perception held by the public-at-large, that different parts of the country are on 
different economic trajectories, has tangible effects on discontent with politics 
(specifically, the sentiment that one’s community is ignored).  

Going forward, there may be opportunities to improve on the methodology utilised 
here to access ‘grievance’. In particular, it may be necessary to include survey 
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questions that ask people directly to compare their community’s economy with that 
of the country, rather than to ask these questions independently, and hence be able 
to claim with greater certainty that the discrepancies represent a real sense of ‘spatial 
injustice’.  

Furthermore, there is a risk that working from people’s national-local comparisons 
captures ‘grievance’ only in a limited sense. This study identifies those who feel their 
area is suffering compared to the country at large. However, an alternative source of 
grievance might be the sense that select areas of the country monopolise the fruits of 
economic growth, leaving the country-at-large behind (including one’s community). 
This way of seeing distributive politics may be potent politically, because it identifies 
specific beneficiaries in a way that might be associated with a degree of ‘resentment’. 
Cramer (2014) shows how the resentment of big cities found in Wisconsin residents 
is profoundly connected to their views of representation: the relative economic 
failure of their own area is frequently explained by her subjects through a sense that 
successful places are subject to political favouritism.  

It is not hard to see plausible parallels internationally, particularly in the United 
Kingdom. It may be that the high importance and ongoing ascendancy of London is 
especially important to the development and politicisation of grievance. Mandler 
(2016) has written that, along with struggling former industrial areas and coastal 
towns, ostensibly prosperous parts of the country perceive themselves as un-
represented and deprived of power because of its monopolisation in London, ‘the 
home of all of Britain’s elites’ – financial, political, journalistic, professional. To 
acquire an improved picture of the nature and extent of grievance, as well as its 
ramifications for political discontent, future survey research might incorporate the 
perspective that people may see their area as struggling less in relation to the 
country and more so in relation to specific centres of economic power.   

Thirdly, people also appear to be influenced by community ‘resources’ — with low 
average incomes in one’s area being associated with an elevated likelihood of 
discontent with community representation. While the object of analysis is new, this 
is entirely consonant with findings in the participation literature which have shown 
the importance of the ‘political economy of place’ (Quillian, 2014.). For instance, 
Bartle et. al. (2017) find that residents of ‘ghettoised’ poor communities in the United 
Kingdom were substantially less likely to participate at general elections: perhaps, 
because they hold the expectation that their views are unlikely to be listened to (in 
line with the theories of Goodin and Dryzek, 1980).  

The above analysis is, of course, merely a first step in understanding the effects of 
economic context on discontent. One principle limitation is that the average local 
income is only a static measure of the local economy. While this may capture 
something important, it is nonetheless somewhat abstracted from how people 
actively experience the economy: that is, as a dynamic system in which trajectories in 
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prosperity and hardship may be as important as their levels, and may powerfully 
influence community psychologies.  

Modelling the effects of change poses challenges of its own, of course: especially at 
small-area levels, where rates of growth are not estimated by official statistics. 
However, political science has recently begun to confront these questions. For 
instance, in order to study the economic drivers of Brexit, Jennings (2017) constructs 
an index of ‘relative decline’ at constituency level using a variety of indicators, 
including employment changes, business growth, population inflows and outflows, 
and changes in the proportions of degree-holders. Such a methodology may provide 
a useful precedent for how the relationship between economic trajectory and 
perceived representation might be approached. 

While the findings related to economic resources, economic perceptions, and the 
grievances of the ‘left behind’ are all of individual significance – and in their own 
way may contribute to academic and political conversations – the wider perspective 
offered by this paper is that these findings reflect another dimension of the politics of 
inequality: the fact of real geographic divides with genuine consequences for 
residents’ life experiences. While political science has not entirely eschewed this 
perspective, its application has been sporadic, and largely concentrated in particular 
sub-fields: the economic voting literature, for example, or the literature on racial 
attitudes. However, I contend that attentiveness to the geographic divides, and how 
they come to be understood by the general public, also constitutes a perspective of 
real value to the study of questions of alienation, distrust and discontent that are 
central to our research, and that profoundly leave their mark on contemporary 
politics. 
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Appendix (i). Robustness checks for the communotropic and grievance models. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: 2014-17 British Election Study Internet Panel. 
Notes: Models include controls for party identification and government approval. Coefficients represent 
the effect of the variable on the likelihood of selecting the options that one’s community is not listened to 
‘at all’ by central government. 
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001 

 

 

 

 Communotropic Grievance  

Variables   

Age (years) .004 (.003) .003 (.003) 

Gender: female -.162* (.073) -.140 (.073) 

Education (ref: no quals)   

GCSE .069 (.133) .055 (.134) 

A-level .184 (.145) .158 (.146) 

University .250 (.140) .225 (.141) 

Subjective class: middle (ref: 
working) .072 (.090) .072 (.090) 

Household income .011 (.011) .009 (.011) 

National economy (worse-better) .016 (.045) .006 (.045) 

Household finances (worse-
better) 102* (.046) .098* (.046) 

Local economy (worse-better) -.389*** (.057) -.396*** (.052) 

Estimate national unemployment 
(low-high) -.089 (.021) .040 (.037) 

Estimate local unemployment 
(low-high) .031 (.022) .172*** (.039) 

Estimate of local * estimate of 
national unemployment  -.036*** (.008) 

Belonging to community (lo-
(high) -.383*** (.043) -.386*** (.043) 

Satisfaction with democracy  -.197** (.045) -.200*** (.045) 

External efficacy -.607*** (.048) -.609*** (.048) 

Trust in MPs -.281*** (.030) -.280*** (.030) 

Govt approval (low-high) -.176*** (.046) -.164*** (.046) 

N 5,720 5,720 
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Appendix (ii). Robustness checks for the community resource model. 

 Community 
resource 

Variables  
Age (years) .005 (.003) 
Gender: female -.110 (.079) 
Education (ref. cat.: no quals)  

GCSE -.139 (.146) 
A-level .121 (.157) 
University .140 (.151) 

Subjective class: middle (ref: working class)  .125 (.097) 
Household income (low-high) .024* (.012) 
Average weekly earnings in MSOA (£10s) -.016*** (.004) 
Belonging to community (lo-high) -.362*** (.046) 

Satisfaction with democracy -.169*** (.048) 

External efficacy -.615*** (.052) 

Trust in MPs -.306*** (.033) 

Govt. approval (low-high) -.212*** (.050) 

Percentage white (estimate) .006* (.002) 
Percentage UK-born (estimate) -.003* (.001) 
Perceived diversity change .097 (.050) 
N  4,922 

Source: 2014-17 British Election Study Internet Panel. 
Notes: Models include controls for party identification and government approval. Coefficients represent 
the effect of the variable on the likelihood of selecting the options that one’s community is not listened to 
‘at all’ by central government. 
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001 

 


