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Abstract
A collective regional identity is a favourable condition for the acceptance of major-
ity decisions made at the regional level and for the delegation of competencies 
from the central to regional governments. Moreover, a regional identity can play an 
important role in times of global challenges. Regional attachment might generate 
a we-feeling and help individuals to cope better with a complex world. The same 
feeling, however, might also serve as a basis for exclusionary attitudes. In this arti-
cle, we analyse regional identity at the Land level in Germany with data from the 
German General Social Survey. Our results show that regional identity is strong in 
both the eastern and western parts of the country, with people in the east, surpris-
ingly, identifying with their respective Land slightly more than people in the west, 
even though the five eastern Länder were only established in 1990 after decades of 
centralist rule. Furthermore, the dark side of regional identity manifests itself only 
in eastern Germany, where a stronger regional identity tends to go hand in hand with 
a greater dislike of foreigners.

Keywords Regional identity · Federalism · Dislike of foreigners · Political 
psychology · Correlates of collective identities

Supplementary information The online version contains supplementary material available at (https 
://doi.org/10.1057/s4129 5-020-00230 -5).

 * Achim Hildebrandt 
 achim.hildebrandt@sowi.uni-stuttgart.de

 Eva-Maria Trüdinger 
 eva-maria.truedinger@sowi.uni-stuttgart.de

1 Institute for Social Sciences, University of Stuttgart, Breitscheidstrasse 2, 70174 Stuttgart, 
Germany

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1057/s41295-020-00230-5&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41295-020-00230-5
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41295-020-00230-5


147Belonging and exclusion: the dark side of regional identity…

Introduction

The political importance of regions as sub-national entities is not only reflected 
in the degree of political autonomy they enjoy or the scope of their legislative 
powers, but also in the extent to which people feel attached to their region. There 
are several reasons justifying an in-depth study of regional identity: Shared feel-
ings of regional identity represent a favourable condition for the delegation of 
competencies from the national to the regional level and for the population to 
accept majority decisions made by regional governments, particularly with regard 
to redistributive policies. A collective identity is thus fundamental to democratic 
government in sub-national entities. With regard to Germany, the question arises 
to what extent east Germans identify with the Länder founded in the course of 
reunification. Does this identification become stronger over time as east Germans 
grow more accustomed to their respective Land? Are there systematic differences 
between younger cohorts who spent their formative years in the re-established 
Länder and older cohorts? A sense of unity and solidarity in the Länder can also 
serve as a basis of legitimacy for further decentralization. This is of political 
importance as Germany is still discussing decentralization and recentralization 
options ranging from education policy to the reform of the interstate fiscal equali-
zation system.

A further reason is the important role that a regional identity can play in times 
of accelerating globalisation. Faced with the erosion of national sovereignty, 
increased immigration, growing social inequality, and rapid cultural change, many 
people feel uneasy and disoriented. Local and regional attachment can provide 
answers in the search for points of orientation and roots and thus help individu-
als to cope with an increasingly complex world. A strong regional identity might 
also have a dark side, however, in the sense that it provides a breeding ground 
for exclusionary attitudes. Drawing on social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner 
1986), we ask whether people who identify with narrowly defined communities 
(such as the Land, or the former Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) or the Ger-
man Democratic Republic (GDR)) tend to perceive themselves as a distinct group 
with a shared experience and as a consequence disapprove of out-groups, such as 
foreigners, more strongly than other respondents. Our analysis of exclusionary 
tendencies rooted in regional identity thus focuses on the connection between this 
identity and the dislike of foreigners. Unfortunately, this question is relevant for 
Germany as well: In some parts of the population, xenophobia has long been a 
sad reality, and the wide differences in people’s attitudes towards migration that 
has been observed in recent years illustrate how topical the issue is. These dif-
ferences in attitudes are also relevant for the acceptance and support of migra-
tion policies, in which the Länder have a significant say. They have independent 
legislative powers in culture and education as well as considerable leeway in how 
they implement federal laws—a fact that is often overlooked. Research has shown 
that the Länder use their competences to pursue policies that clearly differ from 
each other, e.g. with regard to the naturalisation of foreigners, the recognition of 
foreign educational qualifications (Münch 2016) or the question of whether civil 
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servants are allowed to wear a headscarf (Blumenthal 2009). The integration of 
foreigners is directly linked to questions of identity, as are aspirations for regional 
distinctiveness and autonomy. A growing body of literature therefore investigates 
the question whether integration policy in multi-level states varies according to 
the strength of regional identity (for an overview see Adam and Hepburn 2019). 
Our study on regional identity and dislike of foreigners aims to contribute to this 
discussion.

Our analyses employing data from the German General Social Survey (ALLBUS) 
show that east Germans generally identify strongly—and to a slightly greater extent 
than west Germans—with their Land. A relationship between regional identity and 
exclusionary attitudes towards foreigners is only evident in eastern Germany, where 
a stronger identification with the former GDR and with the respondents’ Länder 
tends to correspond to greater disapproval of foreigners.

Theoretical considerations on social comparisons, out‑group 
perceptions, and regional identity

People need to feel they belong to a social group, sharing its collective identity, and 
to distinguish themselves from others in order to perceive themselves as individuals 
and thus to be able to develop a self-identity in the first place. Such social categori-
zation (in-/out-group distinction) is used by individuals to define their social envi-
ronment and their place within it. It facilitates the predictability of human actions 
and thus social coexistence (see Hogg 2010). The social identity theory developed 
by Tajfel and Turner in the 1970s is based on these considerations (see inter alia 
Tajfel 1974). Social identity consists “of those aspects of an individual’s self-image 
that derive from social categories to which he perceives himself as belonging” 
(Tajfel and Turner 1986, p. 16).

According to Tajfel and Turner, the social categorization of other people is very 
important for the self. People tend to categorize others on the basis of perceived 
similarities and differences they share with them, identifying themselves and others 
as members of the same category (in-group member) or different categories (out-
group member) (Hogg 2010; Huddy 2001). In such social comparisons between 
oneself as an in-group member and others as out-group members (or between the 
in-group and the out-group in general) there is a tendency to focus on the similari-
ties within the own group and on the differences between this and other groups, thus 
maximizing distinctiveness between groups (cf. Hogg and Abrahams 1988, p. 22ff.). 
As individuals strive for a positive social identity or positive self-esteem, they tend 
to evaluate their own group positively and to devalue the out-group in such com-
parisons,1 tipping the scales in their favour. These processes associated with social 

1 According to Tajfel and Turner (1986, pp. 19–20), if the own group performs worse than the foreign 
group in social comparisons, the individual can use three different strategies to nevertheless perceive the 
own group in a positive light: choosing another relevant object of comparison, choosing another relevant 
comparison dimension, or redefining social categories traditionally regarded as negative.
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identities are also important for understanding the effects of identification with dif-
ferent political units.

For national identity this has already been demonstrated. For instance, Blank and 
Schmidt (2003) show that nationalism as a dimension of national identity charac-
terised, for example, by a feeling of national superiority, is related to dislike of for-
eigners. This association has been confirmed by several studies focusing on Ger-
many (e.g. Schmidt and Heyder 2000; Wagner et al. 2012) and other countries (e.g. 
Huddy and Del Ponte 2019). One conclusion that can be drawn from these studies 
on national identities and exclusionary attitudes is that political identities can have 
both inclusionary and exclusionary effects. However, this research also shows that 
different forms of political identity can differ in their effects on political attitudes 
(e.g. Esses et al. 2005).

Given these findings it is surprising that the question whether there is a connec-
tion between exclusionary attitudes towards foreigners or immigrants and identifica-
tion with sub-national levels, which we examine in this paper, is less well-researched 
(for an exception see Curtis 2014; Hooghe and Stiers 2020). The regional level is 
an important element of the multi-level character of political identities. Individuals 
can have multiple identities and people in Europe might not only feel attached to 
the national and/or European level, but also to the region they live in (Nicoli et al. 
2020).

In many parts of Europe, regions and the political, economic, and cultural roles 
they play have been receiving growing attention in recent decades (Antonsich 2010, 
p. 262–263). One reason is the relative decline in the importance of nation states 
as the world becomes more and more connected and, above all, economically glo-
balised: “Nation states are regarded as too small for global economic competition … 
while being too large and remote for cultural identification and participatory and 
active citizenship” (Paasi 2009, p. 123).

With regard to social identities, researchers are discussing the consequences of 
these multiple processes of internationalization for national identities (e.g. Ari-
ely 2012), but the possibility of a rising significance of regional identities should 
be considered as well, because in a world in which borders are becoming increas-
ingly fluid there is a growing need for points of orientation and roots (Meyer and 
Geschiere 1999). Sub-national units, such as regions, can satisfy this need and help 
individuals to cope with an ever and more complex world. As some studies show, 
regional identities can influence various political attitudes. One example are the 
connections between regional identities and favourable opinions on decentraliza-
tion (e.g. Verhaegen et al. in this issue; Medeiros and Gauvin in this issue) or even 
regional independence. Studies on Spain show how complex these connections can 
be (e.g. Serrano 2013; Guinjoan and Rodon 2014). There is also evidence of effects 
that regional identities have on political behaviour (e.g. Jeffery and Hough 2009; 
Chernyha and Burg 2012) and on ideological positions (Galais and Serrano 2020).

A strong regional identity might also serve as a basis for exclusionary attitudes. 
First, this is a probable scenario, assuming that the findings on the links between a 
certain dimension of national identity and out-group derogation can be transferred 
to the sub-national level. Second, the theoretical considerations on the two human 
needs of belongingness (by emphasizing similarities within the own group) and 
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uniqueness and individuation (by distinguishing oneself from other groups) dis-
cussed above can be transferred to identification with smaller communities. Accord-
ing to Brewer (1991), individuals differ in the extent to which they feel these needs. 
While for some people the need for inclusion outweighs the need for distinctive-
ness, which allows them to identify with broad, all-encompassing social groups such 
as Europe and the Europeans, for others the opposite applies: They draw sharper 
boundaries around their groups and tend to identify with more narrowly defined 
communities, such as their region (see Brigevich 2018, p. 642). Due to their greater 
need for differentiation, the latter are more likely to engage in out-group derogation 
and hold exclusionary beliefs than the former.

Expectations regarding trends and correlates of regional identity 
in Germany

On the basis of xenophobia in Germany we analyse whether people who identify 
with narrowly defined communities actually do devalue out-groups and their mem-
bers and if yes, to what extent. Apart from the Land, decades of separation have 
created two other objects of identification at the sub-national level: the former GDR 
and the former FRG.

As previously mentioned, existing research on the relationships between sub-
national identities and out-group devaluation is very limited. In the only interna-
tional comparative study known to us, Curtis (2014) finds no effect of regional 
identity on the disapproval of immigration. By asking respondents to rate the extent 
to which they “feel regional,” Curtis uses a more general measurement of collec-
tive identity, however, which does not capture differentiation from other groups to 
the same extent as nationalism, for example. Studies on the relationship between 
a strong regional identity and negative attitudes towards European integration 
(which could indicate a strong desire for clear lines of demarcation between “us” 
and “them”) create a contradictory picture (Brigevich 2018; Chacha 2013). A recent 
study from Belgium finds a strong relationship between a regional, Flemish iden-
tity and a restrictive attitude towards immigrants, and points to the role of specific 
characteristics of a country’s different territorial units that are linked to the identities 
people developed there (Hooghe and Stiers 2020).

In his study on regional identity in the eastern German Land of Saxony, Mäs 
(2005) argues that the effect of regional identity on the dislike of foreigners depends 
on contextual conditions, which he justifies with reference to the concept of poor 
white racism (Hogg and Abrams 1988; Hogg and Vaughan 2018). According to this 
concept, members of a group who feel disadvantaged relative to other groups (such 
as white blue-collar workers in the USA) tend to express a particularly high degree 
of dislike towards out-groups in order to improve their self-image.

Mäs (2005) draws on this argument in his comparison of eastern and western 
Germany. He argues and shows empirically that a stronger regional identity corre-
sponds to a greater dislike of foreigners, particularly when the respondents perceive 
themselves as second-class citizens relative to west Germans. Which expectations 
for our analysis can we derive from this research? The positive relationship between 
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a strong sub-national identity and a dislike of foreigners should be more evident in 
eastern Germany than in western Germany. Identification with the former GDR is 
expected to have a stronger effect: As an object of identification from the era of the 
East–West-German division it stands for a clear desire to distinguish oneself from 
western Germany.2

Irrespective of the effect on the dislike of foreigners, there might be differences 
between the two parts of the country with regard to identification with the Land: 
In 1945 all four Allied Powers sub-divided their occupation zones into Länder.3 In 
1952, however, the GDR dissolved the newly founded five Länder on its territory 
and replaced them with fourteen districts, thus ensuring the party’s control of the 
state apparatus on the regional level. In the revolutionary autumn of 1989, calls for 
the Länder to be re-established were made early on, particularly in Saxony, where 
the traditional white-green state flags were part of the Monday demonstrations in 
Dresden from the very beginning (Laufer and Münch 1998). The question of the 
exact borders of these Länder remained open until July 1990, when, after careful 
discussion of alternative solutions, the Volkskammer—the East German parliament 
democratically elected in March 1990—decided to re-establish the Länder that had 
been dissolved in 1952. Since the east German Länder had not existed for almost 
forty years, identification with the Land might be expected to be less strong in the 
eastern than in the western part of the country.

The widely documented calls for re-federalization made during the democratic 
revolution suggest otherwise, however. They were spurred by critical analysis of and 
conscious dissociation from the GDR’s centralism (Laufer and Münch 1998). More 
important than the GDR, which ceased to exist three decades ago, are the experi-
ences of east Germans in reunited Germany. After 1990, the regional political arena 
offered east Germans the opportunity to articulate criticism of the reunification pro-
cess—a transformation that was often perceived as overpowering. In particular, the 
regional level might have represented an important point of orientation for east Ger-
mans in their search for identity at a time when the old regime had collapsed, their 
expectations of the new regime were disappointed, and when they felt only limited 
attachment to the political community of Germany as a whole (Neller 2006, p. 100).

While we cannot formulate clear expectations for the degree of identification 
with the Land in eastern Germany, we can do so for changes in this identification. 
We expect it to increase over time, as east Germans feel more and more at home in 
their re-established Länder. In addition, we expect east German respondents who 
spent their formative years in the re-established Länder after 1990 to identify more 
strongly with their Land than older cohorts because regional identity, like other fun-
damental value orientations, is shaped by primary and early secondary socialization 
(Mühler and Opp 2007).

2 Mäs’ argument cannot be tested directly in our analysis, since the ALLBUS does not contain any ques-
tions about the extent to which east Germans feel disadvantaged in comparison to west Germans.
3 Some of the newly established Länder had already existed as independent Länder or as provinces of 
Prussia. Others were created by the Allies combining several Länder and/or Prussian provinces (see 
Hildebrandt and Trüdinger 2020 for an overview).
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Constructs and indicators

We test our hypothesis with data from the German General Social Survey (ALL-
BUS), a large scale survey that has been regularly conducted since 1980 on atti-
tudes and behaviour in Germany. The ALLBUS surveys conducted in 1991, 2000, 
2008 and 2016 contain a battery of questions asking how attached respondents 
feel to various political units, including the Land and the former part of the coun-
try (i.e. FRG or GDR) with scale values running from 1 (“not at all”) to 4 (“very 
strongly”). We use these four surveys to map the changes in regional identity in 
east and west Germany over time. Our selection of this indicator follows a recom-
mendation by Sinnott (2005, p. 222).

For the analysis of a potential connection between regional identity and dis-
like of foreigners we rely on the most recent of the four surveys, ALLBUS 2016, 
which interviewed 3,490 respondents from a sample of adult persons living in 
private households (CAPI—Computer Assisted Personal Interviewing). The 
interviews were conducted between April and September 2016.

We measure dislike of foreigners with an additive index, which was created 
from the following three items (one factor 65.3% variance explained, Cronbach’s 
alpha 0.73): “When jobs get scarce, foreigners living in Germany should be sent 
home again,” “Foreigners living in Germany should be prohibited from taking 
part in any kind of political activity in Germany,” and “Foreigners living in Ger-
many should choose to marry people of their own nationality” (scale values run 
from 1 “completely disagree” to 7 “completely agree”). This index represents 
a broad and proven measure for dislike of foreigners, as it comprises different 
dimensions of exclusionary attitudes (e.g. Semyonov et al. 2004).

If we want to adequately model the relationships between sub-national identi-
ties and attitudes towards foreigners, we need to consider other factors that may 
be related to both. First, we control for contacts with foreigners. According to the 
intergroup contact theory, contacts of individuals with members of an out-group 
lead to a more favourable view of this group (Pettigrew 1998). Numerous studies 
show that contacts with foreigners correspond to more positive attitudes towards 
this population group in Germany (e.g. Schmidt and Weick 2017). At the same 
time, contact with foreigners could also reduce feelings of belonging to sub-
national communities. We create an additive index from four variables that meas-
ure whether respondents have personal contacts with foreigners in their families, 
at work, in their neighbourhood, or in their circle of friends and acquaintances 
(e.g. Bohrer et al. 2019).

Second, we control for possible influences of authoritarianism and right-wing 
ideology. Authoritarianism can be understood as an attitudinal syndrome, a ten-
dency to submit to authorities, to endorse existing norms, and to dislike groups 
that seem to deviate from these norms (e.g. Altemeyer 1988). It relates to negative 
views of foreigners, as people with authoritarian attitudes tend to dislike social 
minorities, such as foreigners, who they perceive as violating in-group homo-
geneity (Thomsen et  al. 2008, p. 1455). Our measure of authoritarian attitudes 
consists of an additive index created from two items: authoritarian submission 
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(“we should be grateful for leaders who can tell us exactly what to do and how 
to do it”) and conventionalism (a child should be “forced to conform to his or her 
parents’ ideas”). We know from previous studies that right-wing political orienta-
tions can also involve negative attitudes towards foreigners (e.g. Raijman et  al. 
2003). Moreover, for adherents of right-wing ideology, not only national but sub-
national identities might be relevant as well. Right-wing ideological orientations 
are measured by an individual’s self-placement in the left–right continuum.

Third, we build on the results of previous studies (e.g. Kuntz et al. 2017) and con-
trol for evaluations of the country’s economic situation in our model. Perceived eco-
nomic insecurity might increase negative attitudes towards foreigners (who are seen 
as rivals in the labour market). Economic insecurity in the country could strengthen 
an individual’s attachment to sub-national units as a source of reassurance. Finally, 
we use education and age as control variables. According to previous studies (e.g. 
Rajiman et al. 2003), dislike of foreigners tends to decrease with education and to 
increase with age (see Table A-1 in Online Appendix for descriptive information on 
all variables).

Results

We present our findings in two steps. First, we describe the development of regional 
identity in Germany. Our analysis focuses on the respondents’ identification with 
their Land. With our findings we can contribute to the international discussion of 
questions of regional identity. We also address a German peculiarity by investigat-
ing attachment to the former part of the country (FRG/GDR). Second, we explain 
our results concerning the relationships between regional identity and dislike of for-
eigners. While conflicting arguments did not allow us to present hypotheses about 
the extent to which people in east Germany identify with their Land, we formulated 
clear expectations about changes in their identification in our theoretical discussion. 
As outlined above, attachment to the Land is expected to increase over time as east 
Germans become more and more accustomed to the re-established Länder. Fig-
ure 1 presents the results of a test of this hypothesis using data from the four waves 
of the ALLBUS that contain the question of attachment to the Land (1991, 2000, 
2008, and 2016, standard deviations are displayed in Table A-2 in Online Appen-
dix). They show that identification with the Land has increased steadily in eastern 
Germany. The same tendency can be observed for western Germany, but it is less 
pronounced there. As soon as one year after reunification, east Germans identified 
not less but actually slightly more with their respective Land than west Germans. 
This could indicate that east Germans readily accepted the re-established Länder. 
They might have been perceived as particular points of orientation or as distinct 
political units, different from Germany as a whole, in which they could express criti-
cism of the reunification process. In the following three periods, east Germans felt 
more strongly attached to their Land than west Germans as well.4 Thus, the short 

4 In the years 2000 (F = 9634 p < 0.01) and 2016 (F = 28,867 p < 0.001) this difference was significant.
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historical tradition of the east German Länder as sub-national political entities is not 
reflected in a low level of regional identity.

As regional identity is shaped by socialization, we expect regional identification 
to be stronger among east German respondents who spent their formative years in 
the re-established Länder. Figure 2 shows a comparison of this young cohort (born 
in 1975 or later) with a middle cohort (born between 1950 and 1974) and an older 
cohort (born up to and including 1949). Our definition of these three cohorts is 
guided by Svallfors’ (2010) seminal study on the development of attitudes towards 
government responsibilities in Germany. He describes the cohorts as follows: 
“Those who were already fully established in adult life at reunification (that is, born 
before 1950) will be compared to a middle cohort (born between 1950 and 1974), 
and to one consisting of those who were still children at reunification (that is, born 
after 1975)” (Svallfors 2010, p. 128). Due to their age, members of the young cohort 
did not participate in the survey of 1991. The results contradict our expectations: 
The respondents from the young cohort identify least with their Land, whereas the 
middle and especially the older cohort show a significantly higher degree of identi-
fication (for standard deviations see Table A-3). In general, older respondents can 
be expected to have a stronger collective regional identity as the development of 
collective identities takes time. Thus bonds should strengthen as people age. In this 
case, however, this argument does not apply because the identification object Land 
did not exist in eastern Germany before 1990. In other words, the older respondents 
did not have more time than the younger ones to form an attachment to the Länder; 
they were only older when the Länder were re-established. This finding might be 

Fig. 1  Identification with the Land in eastern and western Germany over time
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attributed to the fact that older respondents have a greater willingness to form emo-
tional attachments to collectives or a greater need for such bonds. However, this is 
only speculation and requires further research.

We use Fig. 3 to analyse the changes in attachment to the former part of the coun-
try over time (for standard deviations see Table A-4). The considerably weaker iden-
tification of east German respondents in 1991 could reflect their dissociation from 
the former regime, which they had only recently officially declared by reuniting with 
west Germany. In later years, the values are higher, which may be explained by the 
negative experiences east Germany made in unified Germany during the transfor-
mation period, causing them to turn to the former political community of the GDR 
(Grix 2000; Dalton and Weldon 2010).

From 2000 onwards, attachment to the former part of the country no longer dif-
fers significantly between east and west Germany. After 2000, east Germans’ attach-
ment is slowly declining, while in west Germany this process is evident already after 
1991: The longer the period since reunification, the lower the attachment to the FRG 
or the GDR, respectively, as the political communities of the former GDR and FRG 
as objects of orientation cease to exist or memories of them fade (Neller 2005: p. 
353). A comparison of the two measures of regional identity shows that since 2008 
people’s attachment to the Land has been significantly higher in east and west Ger-
many than their attachment to the FRG or the GDR.

We now turn to the association between regional identity and dislike of foreign-
ers. For the purpose of clarity, we will initially conduct the analyses separately for 
east and west Germany before testing a joint model for Germany as a whole with 

Fig. 2  Identification with the Land in eastern Germany by cohorts
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interaction terms between the part of the country (east/west) and our two measures 
of regional identity. Apart from the control variables, Fig. 4 contains the variable 
Attachment to the Land and Fig.  5 the variable Attachment to former part of the 
country. Coefficients and their standard errors are displayed in Tables A-5 and A-6 
in Online Appendix. To facilitate comparison of the effects of the individual predic-
tors, all predictors were recoded to a property range between 0 and 1.

As theoretically postulated, dislike of foreigners rises with increasing identifica-
tion with the Land in east Germany, but not in west Germany. For respondents in 
east Germany who feel very strongly attached to their Land (scale value = 1) the 
value on the dislike-of-foreigners scale, which ranges from 1 to 7, is 0.46 points 
greater than the value for respondents in east Germany who feel not attached to their 
Land at all (scale value = 0). For Attachment to former part of the country (in this 
case: GDR), the difference is even somewhat greater (0.493 points). This confirms 
that regional identity in the new Länder has an exclusion component.

Some control variables show significantly stronger effects: Respondents in east-
ern Germany with extreme right views, for example, rank 1.556 points higher on 
xenophobia than respondents with extreme left views, and east German respondents 
who consider the economic situation in Germany to be very good score 1.659 points 
lower on xenophobia than respondents who consider it to be very bad (see Table 
A-6). These strong effects are not surprising since they are established predictors 
from research on xenophobia. We therefore consider this to confirm our hypothesis 
that our two measures of regional identity in east Germany can still have a signifi-
cant influence after controlling for predictors that produce such strong effects. The 

Fig. 3  Identification with former part of the country in eastern and western Germany over time
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Fig. 4  Predictors of dislike of foreigners including Attachment to Land in eastern and western Germany 
(linear regression), 2016 (95% CI)

Fig. 5  Predictors of dislike of foreigners including Attachment to former part of country in eastern and 
western Germany (linear regression), 2016 (95% CI)
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effects of the other control variables are consistent with the findings of previous 
studies: The more authoritarian and the older a respondent is, the more strongly he 
or she dislikes foreigners (although the age effect is only significant in west Ger-
many). Conversely, dislike of foreigners decreases with wider contacts and higher 
education.

As an additional test we run a full model including respondents from east and 
west Germany with interaction effects between both measures of regional identity 
(Land; former parts of the country) and an east Germany dummy (see Table  1).5 
Both interaction effects are significant (see models 2 and 4 in Table 1), once more 

Table 1  Predictors of dislike of foreigners in Germany (linear regression), 2016

Allbus 2016; weighted data; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001; standard errors in parentheses; Attach-
ment to former part of the country and Attachment to land are grand mean-centred. Reference category: 
education (low)

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Attachment to Land 0.063
(0.101)

− 0.024
(0.114)

Attachment to former part of the country 0.114
(0.090)

0.007
(0.102)

Attachment to Land x East 0.496*
(0.226)

Attachment to former part of the country x East 0.542**
(0.182)

East 0.425***
(0.059)

0.413***
(0.058)

0.437***

(0.059)
0.436***
(0.059)

Authoritarianism 1.054***
(0.132)

1.055***
(0.131)

1.057***
(0.136)

1.054***
(0.136)

Left/right self-placement 1.186***
(0.144)

1.186***
(0.144)

1.168***
(0.149)

1.196***
(0.149)

Contacts with foreigners − 0.742***
(0.083)

− 0.738***
(0.083)

− 0.738***
(0.085)

− 0.731***
(0.085)

Evaluation of economic situation in Germany − 1.199***
(0.156)

− 1.198***
(0.156)

− 1.225***
(0.159)

− 1.211***
(0.159)

Education (medium) − 0.361***
(0.072)

− 0.362***
(0.072)

− 0.361***
(0.073)

− 0.361***
(0.073)

Education (high) − 0.815***
(0.070)

− 0.817***
(0.070)

− 0.808***
(0.071)

− 0.804***
(0.071)

Age 0.449**
(0.149)

0.444**
(0.149)

0.411*
(0.165)

0.415*
(0.165)

Constant 2.850***
(0.170)

2.850***
(0.170)

2.884***
(0.178)

2.854***
(0.178)

N 2861 2861 2750 2750
Adj. R2 0.28 0.28 0.28 0.29

5 The data were weighted by the relative share of the population of east and west Germany.
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confirming that the association between regional identity and dislike of foreigners 
holds in east Germany but not in west Germany. Figures A-1 and A-2 in Online 
Appendix present the marginal effect of being surveyed in east Germany for all lev-
els of both regional identity scales. For the purpose of clarity, the original variables 
(scale values running from 1 to 4) were used. Bins6 estimated according to Hainmu-
eller et al. (2019) show that the linear interpretation of both interactions is valid.

Concluding remarks

Despite a rise in recent decades, the number of empirical studies dealing with the 
political importance of regions and regional communities is still limited. With 
regard to people’s relationships with their regional communities, our analysis 
of regional identity in Germany makes an important contribution to this field of 
research. First, our results show a strong sense of attachment to the respective Land 
in eastern Germany and a very pronounced increase in regional identity over time 
in this part of the country. These findings indicate that identification with political 
structures is possible even if they are of relatively recent origin and that attachment 
to the sub-national level after a system transformation can actually fill a social-
identity vacuum. Our analysis thus not only complements the research on trends of 
political support among Germans at the national level, but also studies on the rela-
tionship between changes in state structures and identities.

Second, our models confirm that there is a dark side of regional identity in the 
new Länder, evident in the effects of Attachment to the Land and the former GDR 
on dislike of foreigners. This result suggests that the findings on the exclusion com-
ponent of collective identities can be transferred to the sub-national level, although 
this transferability obviously depends on the special situation in east Germany. A 
broader study is required to test the mechanism behind it, collecting, among other 
things, data on feelings of relative disadvantage in both parts of the country. What 
makes our results particularly relevant are their potential consequences for the politi-
cal actions of people in Germany and in other countries. This includes first and fore-
most the question of the significance of regional and nativist attitudes for voting for 
radical right-wing parties. For Germany, for example, evidence suggests that apart 
from negative attitudes towards immigrants and other factors (e.g. Hansen and Olsen 
2019), factors related to regional identity also affect the likelihood of voting for the 
radical right-wing party Alternative for Germany (AfD). These can be feelings of 
lack of recognition due to regional origin (e.g. Weisskircher 2020) or disenchant-
ment with a political system that is perceived to be very distant from the regional 
situation (Betz and Habersack 2019). This leads directly to the question whether dif-
ferent dimensions of populism, such as anti-elitism, correlate with regional iden-
tity in the German Länder but also in other regions in Europe (van Hauwaert et al. 

6 Due to the limited variance of the variable Attachment to Land (only about 3% of the respondents do 
not feel attached to their Land at all) no more than two bins can be calculated in Figure A-1.
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2019). How these correlations will develop in the future is likely to depend in part 
on how political parties are going to address regional identities.

Regarding research on integration and regional identity in federal countries, the 
next step should be a comparison of specific integration policies in Länder with a 
long historic tradition, such as Saxony or Bavaria, and in hyphenated Länder, such 
as North Rhine-Westphalia or Rhineland-Palatinate (see Hildebrandt and Trüdinger 
2020 for an overview of the varying degrees of regional identity in the German 
Länder). People’s attitudes towards migrants should be taken into account, as well 
as the different proportions of migrants in the population.

Finally, we need cross-national comparative studies that test for a broad range 
of attitudinal and behavioural consequences of regional identity in other European 
regions, such as Catalonia, Scotland, or Flanders, where regional identity is much 
stronger than in Germany.
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