
Political Geography 86 (2021) 102353

0962-6298/© 2021 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

Are cities ever more cosmopolitan? Studying trends in urban-rural 
divergence of cultural attitudes 

Twan Huijsmans a,b,*, Eelco Harteveld b, Wouter van der Brug b, Bram Lancee a 

a Faculty of Social and Behavioural Sciences, Department of Sociology, University of Amsterdam, Nieuwe Achtergracht 166, PO Box 15508, 1001 NB Amsterdam, the 
Netherlands 
b Faculty of Social and Behavioural Sciences, Department of Political Science, University of Amsterdam, Nieuwe Achtergracht 166, PO Box 15578, 1001 NB Amsterdam, 
the Netherlands   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   

Keywords: 
Urban-rural divide 
Political attitudes 
Polarization 
Cosmopolitanism 

A B S T R A C T   

Many scholars and pundits have argued that there is a growing urban-rural divide in political attitudes in the US 
and Europe. However, it is an empirical question whether and how differences in political attitudes between 
urban and rural areas have changed over time. In this study, we investigate the urban-rural divergence in 
cosmopolitan-nationalist attitudes in the Netherlands over the last four decades. We focus on attitudes towards 
issues of immigration, multiculturalism and European integration. We use individual-level survey data from the 
Dutch Parliamentary Election Study (1994–2017) and the Cultural Changes Study (1979–2016). We find 
consistent support for divergence on cosmopolitan-nationalist issues between inhabitants of more- and less- 
urbanised municipalities over the last decades in the Netherlands, also when controlling for sociodemographic 
composition. This divergence is mostly due to the fact that the attitudes of people in the larger cities differ 
increasingly from people living in other parts of the country. Trends in smaller towns and villages are very 
similar to those in the most rural areas.   

1. Introduction 

Several authors have argued that there is growing divergence be-
tween the political attitudes of urban and rural inhabitants in the US 
(Bishop & Cushing, 2008; Johnston, Manley, & Jones, 2016; Rodden, 
2019) and Europe (Jennings & Stoker, 2016; Maxwell, 2019). It has even 
been suggested that “urban-rural splits have become the great global 
divider” (Rachman, 2018). The idea of an growing gap between 
‘cosmopolitan cities’ and the ‘nationalist countryside’ seems to be 
vindicated by recent elections across the globe, which saw nationalist 
parties and candidates flourish in rural areas but not in metropolitan 
areas. At the same time, most studies of attitudes in urban and rural 
areas are based on cross-sectional data, which cannot tell us whether this 
divide has indeed increased over time, as the abovementioned accounts 
suggest. Our study aims to contribute to this discussion by studying the 
development of cosmopolitan-nationalist attitudes across the 
rural-urban continuum over time in the Netherlands. 

There exists some scattered evidence for a growing gap in the United 
States and the United Kingdom. One contextual-level study shows 

increasing geographical differences between ‘backwater’ and ‘cosmo-
politan’ British constituencies over the last decade when it comes to 
attitudes towards European integration, multiculturalism and immi-
gration (Jennings & Stoker, 2016). In the US, over the last decades, 
population density at the county-level has become increasingly related 
to the Democratic presidential vote share (Johnston et al., 2016; Rod-
den, 2019). To our knowledge, there are only two empirical tests of 
trends in the urban-rural divide over time at the individual level. First, 
Carter’s (2010) study focused on ethnic intolerance in the US between 
1972 and 2006 and provided mixed conclusions. Second, Johnston et al. 
(2004) concluded that the effect of rurality at the neighbourhood level 
on British voters’ party preferences did not significantly vary between 
1991 and 2001. While these studies shed important light on the 
geographical stratification of political attitudes in these two contexts, 
there is a scarcity of studies that assesses the urban-rural divide over 
multiple decades on the individual level. It therefore remains an 
empirical question whether political attitudes have indeed diverged 
over time between inhabitants of urban and rural areas outside the US. 

Furthermore, it is an empirical question between which types of areas 
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this alleged divergence is taking place, and how this gap emerged. The 
attention in the literature on rural areas (e.g. Cramer, 2016; Hochschild, 
2016) suggests that the countryside might have become increasingly 
conservative and/or nationalistic. On the other hand, recent studies 
indicate that differences in political attitudes are most pronounced be-
tween inhabitants of the inner-cities of large metropolitan areas on the 
one hand, and inhabitants of suburbs, smaller towns and rural areas on 
the other hand (Gordon, 2018; Maxwell, 2020; McGrane, Berdahl, & 
Bell, 2017; Scala & Johnson, 2017; Ströbele, 2017). If so, this pattern 
might have emerged because urban inhabitants became increasingly 
progressive while suburban and rural inhabitants did not, or because 
rural inhabitants became increasingly conservative while inhabitants of 
other areas did not. Answering these questions call for a refined classi-
fication of urbanity and data spanning decades. 

We study the development of the urban-rural divide in cosmopolitan- 
nationalist attitudes by comparing trends at various urbanisation de-
grees, using individual level survey data covering four decades in the 
Netherlands. The Netherlands is a small and densely populated country. 
Even the political centre in The Hague, or the capital Amsterdam, is less 
than a 3-h drive from every rural area, which could make the 
Netherlands a least-likely case to find urban-rural differences in political 
attitudes. However, when it comes to developments that are theoreti-
cally related to urban-rural differences, like continuing processes of 
residential segregation (Ströbele, 2017) or globalisation and immigra-
tion, the Netherlands is similar to other Western-European countries. We 
study cultural attitudes in eight waves of the Dutch Parliamentary 
Election Study (DPES, see e.g. Van der Meer, van der Kolk, van der Brug, 
& Rekker, 2018), which were collected after each parliamentary elec-
tion between 1994 and 2017, and data from the Cultural Changes study 
(CV, see e.g. Coumans & Knops, 2017), collected (bi-)annually between 
1979 and 2016. 

Our study focuses specifically on attitudes towards immigration, 
multiculturalism and European integration. We refer to these as 
‘cosmopolitan-nationalist attitudes’ (Gustafson, 2009; Jennings & 
Stoker, 2016; Maxwell, 2020). Individuals with more cosmopolitan at-
titudes are more open to the world outside their own community and to 
different cultures, while nationalistic people feel that migrants and 
transnational institutions threaten the national interests and ‘our’ way of 
life (Haller & Roudometof, 2010; Helbling & Teney, 2015).1 

Geographical stratification of such attitudes is likely the result of both 
context effects and composition effects, as individuals with different 
attitudes sort themselves into different residential areas based on so-
cioeconomic resources and lifestyle preferences (Carlson & Gimpel, 
2019; Maxwell, 2019; Scala & Johnson, 2017; Ströbele, 2012). We 
therefore compare models with and without controls for such 
socio-demographic characteristics at the individual level. 

We find consistent support for divergence on cosmopolitan- 
nationalist issues between inhabitants of more- and less-urbanised mu-
nicipalities over the last decades in the Netherlands, also when con-
trolling for the sociodemographic composition of these areas. This 
divergence is mostly due to the fact that the attitudes of people in the 
larger cities differ increasingly from people living in other parts of the 
country. The trends in smaller towns and villages are remarkably similar 
to those in the most rural areas. This has important implications for our 
interpretation of the urban-rural divide, which are discussed in the 
concluding section. 

1.1. Urban-rural divergence: composition and context 

Two underlying mechanisms could explain a growing gap between 

cosmopolitan urbanites and nationalist inhabitants of other areas. The 
first is the changing sociodemographic composition of different areas. 
Individuals sort themselves into residential areas, partially based on 
socioeconomic resources and lifestyle preferences (Carlson & Gimpel, 
2019; Maxwell, 2019; Scala & Johnson, 2017; Ströbele, 2017). To the 
extent that these are related to political attitudes, the presumed diver-
gence in political attitudes between ‘cosmopolitan cities’ and ‘nation-
alist rural areas’ could thus be the outcome of the changing 
socio-demographic compositions in urban and rural areas (Cunningham & 
Savage, 2017; Hochstenbach & Arundel, 2019). Furthermore, the 
increased mobility of people and capital has made large cities pros-
perous (e.g., Rodríguez-Pose, 2018), and increasingly dense and diverse, 
while many other areas are lagging behind (Cramer, 2016; Monnat & 
Brown, 2017). Presumed divergence in political attitudes between urban 
and rural inhabitants may then also be explained by changing contextual 
conditions in cities and other areas. 

In the following section we outline why cosmopolitan attitudes may 
have diverged between urban and rural areas, drawing on compositional 
and contextual mechanisms in turn. However, it has to be noted in 
advance that our aim is to study the development of the divide between 
urban and rural areas, not to test which mechanisms produce it. Our data 
mostly lacks georeferences that would allow to explicitly measure 
contextual variables at a meaningful level. We will, however, compare 
models with and without socio-demographic controls. As we will explain 
below, this allows us to assess to what extent a divide remains after 
controlling for some of the factors that plausibly drive people’s selection 
into urban-rural areas. 

1.2. Changing compositions: selection and social sorting 

Individuals with certain characteristics or lifestyle preferences, 
which are related to political attitudes, sort themselves into certain 
residential areas (Scala & Johnson, 2017; Ströbele, 2017). For example, 
individuals with higher educational attainment, who generally hold 
more favourable attitudes towards European unification (Hakhverdian, 
van Elsas, van der Brug, & Kuhn, 2013; Kunst, Kuhn, & van de Werf-
horst, 2020), multiculturalism and immigration (Cavaille & Marshall, 
2019), tend to select themselves into cities. This could be for economic 
reasons (such as job opportunities), but also because cities are consid-
ered more attractive places to live for individuals who hold cosmopol-
itan attitudes and lifestyle preferences. In sum, differences in political 
attitudes between ‘cosmopolitan cities’ and ‘nationalist rural areas’ 
partly reflect underlying social and demographic divides (Maxwell, 
2019). 

While this phenomenon is not new, there are reasons to expect 
growing differences in socio-demographic composition between (inner) 
cities and other areas. In the 1960s and 1970s households and businesses 
moved from the city centres to former rural areas surrounding the cities. 
This process of suburbanization created new types of semi-urbanised 
areas that tended to be more mono-functional, less dense and less 
diverse compared to inner cities (Ströbele, 2017). From the 1980s on, 
upper-middle-class people rediscovered inner cities, and inner-city 
neighbourhoods – once impoverished – became very popular and 
wealthy. In this process, lower-income households were pushed out of 
the city centres to the suburbs. Inequalities in housing prices between 
economically successful cities and struggling regions increased, as well 
as the within-city inequalities between the centres and the suburbs, thus 
deepening social polarization across space (Cunningham & Savage, 
2017; Hochstenbach & Arundel, 2019). As access to residence in the 
cities became more restricted, it is likely that those individuals who did 

1 We use the term ‘cosmopolitan-nationalist’ attitudes rather than ‘cultural’ 
attitudes more broadly to clearly demarcate these ‘globalization’ issues from 
the ‘older’ cultural topics capturing traditionalism vs libertarianism, such as 
gender equality, LGBT rights, and democratic renewal. 
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have the resources to move (back) to inner-city neighbourhoods are 
especially cosmopolitan and post-materialist in their values, compared 
to individuals moving to (or staying in) other residential areas. 

Therefore, we expect a divergence of cultural political attitudes between 
urban and rural areas over time. In addition, we expect this divergence 
along the urbanisation continuum to be most pronounced between highly 
urban areas on the one hand and all other areas on the other. The process of 
suburbanization has blurred the socio-demographic line between (sub) 
urban and rural areas while it has sharpened the contrast between highly 
urban areas versus suburban and rural areas (Huning, Bens, & Hüttl, 
2012; Ströbele, 2017). Indeed, recent studies found differences in 
cosmopolitan attitudes to be mainly present between the inhabitants of 
the inner-cities of large metropolitan areas and all other areas, since 
suburban inhabitants and inhabitants of smaller cities hold attitudes 
similar to rural inhabitants (McGrane et al., 2017; Ströbele, 2017). 

1.3. Changing contexts: increasing diversity and economic polarization 

Recent studies that analysed panel data found little evidence for 
contextual effects and have argued that sorting mechanisms are the key 
for explaining geographical polarization (Gallego, Buscha, Sturgis, & 
Oberski, 2016; Maxwell, 2020). However, other studies did find socio-
economic and demographic contextual effects when controlling for 
individual-level characteristics (Salomo, 2019), or showed that there 
remain differences in attitudes along the urbanisation continuum after 
taking into account compositional effects (Gimpel, Lovin, Moy, & 
Reeves, 2020; Johnston et al., 2004; McGrane et al., 2017; Scala & 
Johnson, 2017; Ströbele, 2017). This implies that it is not just 
self-selection by its residents that makes areas cosmopolitan or nation-
alist, as the above discussion on composition effects would suggest, but 
that an urban or rural context can also make people cosmopolitan or 
nationalistic. 

The first contextual explanation may be the increasing density and 
diversity in cities relative to other areas. Individuals with ‘unconven-
tional’ beliefs and/or behaviours have a higher likelihood to meet each 
other in large, dense and diverse urban areas, which facilitates the for-
mation of various subcultures in cities (Fischer, 1975). Since urban areas 
are characterized by higher population density and diversity, urban 
inhabitants have more diverse personal networks compared to rural 
inhabitants (Beggs, Haines, & Hurlbert, 1996). For urban inhabitants it 
is thus crucial to their economic and social success that they have suc-
cessful social interaction with people who are different from them in 
various aspects (Warf, 2015), which incentivizes the development of 
tolerant or cosmopolitan attitudes (Huggins & Debies-Carl, 2015). 
Ethnic diversity in particular is substantially higher in 
stronger-urbanised areas, so while typical rural inhabitants encounter 
‘white-dominated homogeneity’, ethnic heterogeneity is the norm for 
urban inhabitants (Lee & Sharp, 2017). This matters for their worldview, 
as – according to intergroup contact theory (Laurence, Schmid, & 
Hewstone, 2018; Pettigrew, 1998) – living in ethnically diverse areas is 
related to having more tolerant attitudes towards immigration (Janssen, 
van Ham, Kleinepier, & Nieuwenhuis, 2019). Therefore, urban in-
habitants may adopt more tolerant political attitudes towards multi-
culturalism as compared to inhabitants of all areas with lower degrees of 
urbanisation. Over the last decades, urban areas have grown in diversity 
and density to a much larger extent than rural areas have. We therefore 
expect that differences in cosmopolitan attitudes between inhabitants of 
urban and rural areas have increased. 

Second, increasing attention has been paid to the relationship be-
tween economic structure and political attitudes (Rodríguez-Pose, 

2018). For example, economic deprivation spurs a feeling of economic 
uncertainty and consequently affects individuals’ attitudes towards 
immigrants (Salomo, 2019). Moreover, local economic and industrial 
decline is a fundamental driver of the anti-EU vote in national elections 
in European countries (Dijkstra et al., 2019). Local contextual economic 
conditions could thus influence individuals’ political attitudes beyond 
individual-level economic status. Over the last decades many large cities 
have become economic centres with post-industrial, service-based, 
high-tech economies. Inhabitants of these cities who work in these 
economic sectors benefit from different aspects of globalisation, like 
trade liberalization and labour migration (Lind, 2020). They are there-
fore likely to take relatively positive stances towards European inte-
gration and immigration. Inhabitants of less-urbanised areas outside 
these ‘knowledge economy hubs’ may suffer the negative consequences, 
like the offshoring of manufacturing jobs and low-skilled migrants 
competing for the remaining low-skilled jobs (Lind, 2020). Therefore, 
inhabitants of these areas are likely to hold more nationalist attitudes, 
meaning that they are more likely to oppose immigration and European 
integration. The differential effect of globalization on the inhabitants of 
urban and rural areas may thus have increased the differences in 
cosmopolitan-nationalist attitudes over the last decades. 

Altogether, we expect that differences in cultural political attitudes 
along the urbanisation continuum have increased over time, even when 
differences in sociodemographic composition are taken into account. 
Again, we expect the over-time change to differ depending on the level 
of urbanisation. Especially the largest cities have become increasingly 
diverse in terms of ethnicity, and have become the knowledge economy 
centres, over the last decades. Therefore, we additionally expect that the 
divergence of political attitudes over time mainly took place between 
very strongly urban areas versus all other areas, even when differences 
in sociodemographic composition are controlled for. 

2. Data and methods 

2.1. Data 

To test whether cosmopolitan-nationalist attitudes diverged along 
the urban-rural continuum, we made use of two Dutch survey datasets 
that include information about respondents’ positions on cosmopolitan- 
nationalist issues and cover at least the last two decades. 

Firstly, we made use of eight waves of the Dutch Parliamentary 
Election Study (DPES/NKO), which were gathered during each parlia-
mentary election in the Netherlands since 1971. Items capturing 
cosmopolitan-nationalist issues are available from 1994 on, so we used 
the data from the eight most recent parliamentary elections that were 
held between 1994 and 2017. From these waves of DPES we could 
extract measures of respondents’ positions towards European integra-
tion, the integration of ethnic minorities, and asylum seekers. 

Secondly, we made use of the Cultural Changes (Culturele Verander-
ingen, CV) data which were collected (bi-)annually between 1979 and 
2016 by the Netherlands Institute for Social Science Research (SCP). Items 
measuring respondents’ attitudes towards immigration and integration 
are available for an even longer time period then in the DPES data. 
Xenophobic attitudes can be studied using a comparable measure for the 
period 1979–2010, and tolerance towards ethnic minorities can be 
studied using a comparable measure for the period 1979–2016. Unfor-
tunately, the CV data does not include a comparable measurement on 
respondents’ attitudes towards European integration for a sufficiently 
long time period. We include each wave that includes both at least a 
dependent variable and a measure of urbanity, yielding 25 waves.2 

2 The CV waves of 2000, 2004 and 2012 use a different classification of ur-
banisation and are therefore not included. 
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By using two datasets that use slightly different measures and cover 
periods of different lengths we can observe whether the results are 
robust to such choices. In the next section, we describe how each vari-
able was measured in both datasets. Descriptive statistics of all measures 
in both datasets can be found in Table 1. 

3. Measurement 

3.1. Dependent variables 

We constructed the following three variables as indicators for 
cosmopolitan attitudes in the DPES datasets. 

Intolerance towards ethnic minorities. This was measured by asking 
respondents on a 7-point scale to what extent they think that foreigners 
and ethnic minorities should be able to live in the Netherlands while 
preserving all of their own customs (1) or that foreigners and ethnic 
minorities should fully adjust themselves to Dutch culture (7). This 
variable is available in all eight elections since 1994. 

Anti-asylum attitudes. This was measured by asking respondents on a 
seven-point scale the extent to which they think that the Netherlands 
should allow more asylum seekers to enter (1) or that the Netherlands 
should send back as many asylum seekers as possible (7). This variable is 
available in all seven elections since 1998. 

Euroscepticism. Respondents were asked on a seven-point scale the 
extent to which they think European unification should go further (1) or 
that European unification has already gone too far (7). This is a common 
measure of Euroscepticism (Kunst et al., 2020; Schoene, 2019) that as-
sesses respondents’ policy evaluations rather than their regime evalua-
tions (Hobolt & de Vries, 2016). This variable is available for all eight 
elections since 1994, except for the 2003 wave. 

In the CV data we could only construct comparable measurements 
over a sufficiently long time period for attitudes towards immigration 
and integration, but, unfortunately, not for Euroscepticism. 

Intolerance towards ethnic minorities. Respondents were asked: 
“Imagine that people from a different ethnic background3 would become 
your neighbours, would you have no objections (1), would it depend (2), 
would you find it less pleasant (3) or would you resist (4)?”. This 
question was asked in each wave since 1979. 

Xenophobia. This variable was constructed by combining three items 
that were included in all waves between 1979 and 2010. Respondents 
were asked about three scenarios pertaining to a house becoming 
available, a job promotion coming up, and the need to fire an employee 
because the company is not doing well. The respondent indicated 
whether the house, job, or resignation should go to (1) a foreign [family/ 
employee], (2) a Dutch [family/employee], or indicate that (3) it should 
not make any difference. We recode these three items by assigning value 
1 to the respondents that favoured native family/employee over the 
foreign family/employee. Then we constructed the ‘xenophobia’-vari-
able by counting the number of items in which the respondent favoured 
the native family/employee. Each respondent thus was assigned a score 
ranging from 0 (not xenophobic) to 3 (strongly xenophobic). Unfortu-
nately, the wording of the answer categories changed from ‘foreigner’ 
(‘buitenlander’ in Dutch) to ‘non-native’ (‘allochtoon’ in Dutch), which 
substantially affected the average response and the variance in re-
sponses between the three most recent (2012, 2014, 2016) and the other 
waves. Therefore, we decided to only include the waves between 1979 
and 2010 in our analysis of xenophobic attitudes. 

3.2. Independent variable 

The CV data and the DPES data contain a measure of urbanisation at 
the municipality level. This measure was constructed by Statistics 
Netherlands based on the municipality in which the respondent lives. 
The measure was included by the collectors of the data before the data 
were further anonymized and made publicly available. Therefore, we do 
not know in which municipality the respondent lives, but we do know 
the urbanisation degree at the municipality level. The urbanisation de-
gree was measured in five categories, based on a measure that is called 
‘surrounding address density’. This surrounding address density of a 
particular address is the number of addresses within a radius of 1 km 
surrounding this particular address. The address density at the munici-
pality level is the average surrounding address density for all addresses 
within the municipality. Statistics Netherlands divided all municipalities 
into five categories (and corresponding values) based on this average 
address density:  

- Very strongly urban (5): 2500 or more.  
- Strongly urban (4): 1500 to 2500  
- Mildly urban (3): 1000 to 1500  
- Hardly urban (2): 500 to 1000  
- Not urban (or: Rural) (1): less than 500. 

The boundaries of these categories were chosen with the aim to 
allocate a more or less equal number of inhabitants to each category. 
This measure has only been used since 1992, which means that we had 
to recode the urbanisation variable for the waves that were collected 
before 1992. We did this in accordance with the harmonisation pro-
cedure as used in the DPES 1971–2006 dataset (Lubbers & Scheepers, 
2010; Todosijevic, Aarts, & van der Kaap, 2010). Fig. 1 visualizes the 
geographical distribution of urbanisation at the municipality level in the 
Netherlands, based on the urbanisation degrees of all municipalities in 
2015. 

3.3. Control variables 

We included several sociodemographic control variables in our an-
alyses to see to what extent changes in the differences in political atti-
tudes between urban and rural areas could be explained by changes in 
sociodemographic composition. First, we controlled for respondents’ 
gender (1 = female; 0 = male). Second, we controlled for age. Since this 
was only measured in five categories in the recent waves of the CV 
dataset, we divided respondents from the other waves and dataset in 
these five age categories too. The categories are: lower than 30, between 
30 and 40, between 40 and 50, between 50 and 60 and older than 60. 
Third, we controlled for marital status (1 = married; 0 = not currently 
married). Fourth, we controlled for educational level. Since the most 
recent waves of the CV data only distinguish between low, medium and 
high levels of education, we harmonized the education variables from 
the other waves and dataset in accordance with these three categories. 
Fifth, we controlled for employment status. In the CV data we could 
distinguish between: unemployed, employed, student, retiree, house-
keeper, incapacitated and other. In the DPES data, we could only 
distinguish between employed (1) and unemployed (0). Sixth, we 
controlled for religious denomination. In both datasets we distinguished 
between: not religious, catholic, other Christian, and other. Finally, we 
could additionally control for religious upbringing in the CV data, which 
indicates whether respondents were raised religiously, and was 
measured in the same categories as religious denomination. 

3 Before 2008 the question referred to ‘people from a different race’. The 
change in the operationalization does not seem to have affected the average 
response or the variance in responses between waves. Therefore we have 
harmonized this variable across all waves between 1979 and 2016. 
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3.4. Analytical strategy 

For each of the dependent variables in both datasets, we followed 
similar steps using OLS regression models. First, as a descriptive anal-
ysis, we estimated the trends in the predicted values of the dependent 
variables for the five categories of urbanisation. We did so by interacting 
a time variable as well as its quadratic term with the urbanisation cat-
egories to explore possible non-linear trends. These trends are visualized 
for each dependent variable in the left-side panels of Figs. 2–6. 

Subsequently, we formally tested whether cosmopolitan-nationalist 
attitudes diverged along the urban-rural continuum by following four 
steps, for all dependent variables in both datasets. In the first step 
(Model 1a), we tested whether differences along the urbanisation con-
tinuum have increased over time. We did so by interacting our urbani-
sation variable with a linear time variable, rather than with the 
nonlinear term. While these are some cases where trends in public 
opinion develop in a nonlinear fashion, the interactions focus on the gap 
between more and less urban regions. We expect these gaps to grow in a 
linear fashion, and this is what the interactions test. We do, however, 
provide some additional tests of this assumption. The resulting ‘urban-
isation X time’ interaction coefficient shows whether differences in 
political attitudes along the urbanisation continuum changed signifi-
cantly over time. In a second step (Model 2a), we added the socio-
demographic control variables – and their interaction with the time 
variable – to this model. The interaction coefficient shows whether 
overall differences along the urbanisation continuum have changed, 
after controlling for (changing) differences in sociodemographic 
composition. 

In the third step (Model 1b), we tested where in the urban-rural 
continuum (i.e. between which categories) the divergence occurred. 

We did so by replacing the continuous urbanisation variable with 
dummy variables for each urbanisation category. In a fourth step (Model 
2b) we again added the sociodemographic control variables, to see 
whether the differences between certain categories have significantly 
changed after controlling for (changing) sociodemographic composi-
tion. ‘Very strongly urban’ was used as the reference category in Model 
1b and 2b in the tables in Appendix 1. As such, the interactions between 
the urbanisation category dummies and time estimate whether the dif-
ferences between the very strongly urban areas and the other categories 
significantly changed over time. We estimated Models 1b and 2b mul-
tiple times; once with each urbanisation level as the reference category. 
The right-side panels of Figs. 2–6 visualize the interaction coefficients 
from those models. The coefficients indicate how the difference between 
a pair of categories has changed over time, with the accompanying 
confidence intervals. 

Besides these four steps that constitute our main analysis, we per-
formed some additional analyses to test the robustness of our results. 
First, our data consists of many waves of individual-level surveys. This 
means that individual observations are clustered in years. Ideally, we 
should correct the standard errors for this clustering. Because of the low 
number of clusters, this was not possible in the DPES data. However, it is 
possible for the CV data, so we estimated all models based on this dataset 
with standard errors clustered by year. The results of these robustness 
checks can be found inTables A6 and A7 in the supplementary materials. 
These tables show that our conclusions would not substantively differ 
based on these results (Table A5). 

Second, we performed additional analyses in which we model the 
divergence between urbanisation categories in a non-linear fashion by 
including a squared term of time to the interaction (see Tables A11 and 
A12, and Figs. A4 and A5, in the supplementary materials). 

Table 1 
Descriptive statistics for all variables used in the analyses in both datasets.  

Cultural Changes 1979–2016 Dutch Parliamentary Election Studies 1994–2017 

Variable N Mean SD Min Max Variable N Mean SD Min Max 
Urbanisation degree 49,348 3.24 1.32 1 5 Urbanisation degree 17,359 2.93 1.31 1 5 
Ethnic intolerance 53,191 1.68 0.86 1 4 Ethnic intolerance 16,711 4.93 1.62 1 7 
Xenophobia 41,156 0.74 1.08 0 3 Anti-asylum 13,685 4.59 1.55 1 7       

Euroscepticism 14,153 4.29 1.79 1 7 
Female 56,081 0.52  0 1 Female 17,438 0.51  0 1 
Age category     Age category     
≤29 53,335 0.23  0 1 ≤29 17,440 0.16  0 1 
30–39 53,335 0.21  0 1 30–39 17,440 0.18  0 1 
40–49 53,335 0.18  0 1 40–49 17,440 0.20  0 1 
50–59 53,335 0.15  0 1 50–59 17,440 0.18  0 1 
≥60 53,335 0.23  0 1 ≥60 17,440 0.28  0 1 
Education level     Education level     
Low 55,751 0.44  0 1 Elementary 16,453 0.09  0 1 
Middle 55,751 0.32  0 1 Low vocational 16,453 0.15  0 1 
High 55,751 0.24  0 1 Secondary 16,453 0.14  0 1       

Middle vocational or higher secondary 16,453 0.30  0 1       
Higher vocational or university 16,453 0.32  0 1 

Religious denomination    Religious denomination    
None 55,150 0.58  0 1 None 16,993 0.31  0 1 
Catholic 55,150 0.20  0 1 Catholic 16,993 0.40  0 1 
Other Christian 55,150 0.16  0 1 Other Christian 16,993 0.24  0 1 
Other 55,150 0.05  0 1 Other 16,993 0.05  0 1 
Employment status     Employed 16,957 0.60  0 1 
Unemployed 55,529 0.03  0 1       
Employed 55,529 0.47  0 1       
Student 55,529 0.08  0 1       
Retiree 55,529 0.13  0 1       
Housekeeper 55,529 0.22  0 1       
Incapacitated 55,529 0.04  0 1       
Other 55,529 0.03  0 1       
Religious upbringing           
None 51,755 0.30  0 1       
Catholic 51,755 0.37  0 1       
Other Christian 51,755 0.28  0 1       
Other 51,755 0.06  0 1       
Married 56,057 0.58  0 1        
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Third, we performed several checks to investigate how sensitive our 
findings are to the exclusion of a variable for occupation, which might 
explain cosmopolitan attitudes (Maxwell, 2019) but which is not 
available over the entire period due to changing classifications. In a 
subset of waves (2006–2017 in DPES, 1979–2002 in CV) in which this 
variable was available we estimated three models. First, we estimated 
the effect of urbanisation category over time without control variables. 
Second, we added the control variables from the main analyses. Third, 
we additionally added the measure of occupation. The results of these 
models – in comparison to our main analysis - are visualized in Figs. A1 
and A2 in the supplementary materials. We find that adding occupation 
as an extra control variable, hardly affects the results of our main 
analysis. We therefore think that the conclusions that we draw from our 
analyses would not have substantively changed if an occupation variable 
had been available that was comparable across all DPES and CV waves. 

The results of all models from our main analysis are summarized by 
dataset and dependent variable in Tables A1-A5 in Appendix 1. We 
describe the results of all these models the following paragraph. Table 2 
summarizes the results of the main analysis. 

4. Results 

4.1. Euroscepticism 

According to the DPES data, there were only slight differences in 
Euroscepticism between the urbanisation categories in the period 
1994–2006. The trends on the left side of Fig. 2 show that Euro-
scepticism grew substantially in the Netherlands between 1994 and 
2006, which is in line with earlier findings by Lubbers and Scheepers 
(2010). This increase is observed in all categories until 2006, but then 
Euroscepticism decreased again in the very strongly urban category, 
whereas it stabilized in the other urbanisation categories. Model 1a in 
Table A1 shows that the effect of urbanisation on Euroscepticism 
significantly changed towards a negative effect over the period 
1994–2017 (Model 1a: b urban = 0.106, SE = 0.053; b urban * time =
−0.017, SE = 0.005). When controlled for sociodemographic back-
ground variables, the interaction between urbanisation and time re-
mains mostly unaffected (Model 2a: b urban = 0.082, SE = 0.054; b urban * 

time = −0.013, SE = 0.005). This indicates that the divergence in 
Euroscepticism along the urban-rural continuum over time cannot be 
fully explained by sociodemographic composition. 

Moving to differences between specific urbanisation categories, the 

Fig. 1. Geographical distribution of urbanisation at the municipality level in the Netherlands in 2015 (Source data: Statistics Netherlands).  
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coefficient plot in Fig. 2 (right panel) displays how the differences in 
Euroscepticism between all pairs of urbanisation categories have 
changed over time. Only when confidence intervals around these esti-
mates do not include zero is the increase in the gap between the two 
categories statistically significant. Model 1b in Table A1 shows that the 
differences between the very strongly urban category and all the other 
categories have significantly changed over time The coefficient plot 
shows that the differences between other combinations of categories did 
not increase significantly over time. This means that the divergence in 

Euroscepticism along the urban-rural continuum mainly took place be-
tween the very strongly urban areas versus all other categories. These 
results do not substantially change after including the sociodemographic 
control variables and their interactions with time. The only exception is 
that the divergence between the very strongly urban areas and the 
strongly urban areas is not significant anymore (Model 2b: b Strongly urban 
= −0.211, SE = 0.220; b Time X Strongly urban = 0.038, SE = 0.020). 

Altogether, the results suggest that attitudes towards European 
integration diverged over time along the urban-rural continuum, which 

Fig. 2. Results of the descriptive analysis: Trends in predicted values of Euroscepticism for the five urbanisation categories (Left panel); Results of models 1b and 2b: 
Trends in the gaps in Euroscepticism between urbanisation categories (Right panel). 

Fig. 3. Results of the descriptive analysis: Trends in predicted values of ethnic intolerance for the five urbanisation categories (Left panel); Results of models 1b and 
2b: Trends in the gaps in ethnic intolerance between urbanisation categories (Right panel). 
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could not be fully explained by (changes in) sociodemographic compo-
sition, and that this divergence took place mainly between the very 
strongly urban municipalities and all other categories.4 

5. Views of immigrants and multiculturalism 

5.1. DPES 

The DPES data has two indicators: ethnic intolerance, starting in 
1994, and anti-asylum seeker attitudes, starting in 1998. 

Ethnic intolerance. Fig. 3 shows that inhabitants of the most-strongly 
urbanised municipalities were the least intolerant towards ethnic mi-
norities over the whole period 1994–2017. For all urbanisation cate-
gories we see a slight increase in the predicted value of intolerance 
between 1994 and 2003, and a slight decrease thereafter. Model 1a in 
Table A2 shows that urbanisation degree did not significantly affect 
intolerance towards ethnic minorities in 1994, but this effect changed 
significantly over time (Model 1a: b urban = −0.039, SE = 0.044; b urban * 

time = −0.010, SE = 0.004) towards a significant negative effect. The 
interaction effect remains unaffected after controlling for socio- 
demographics (Model 2a: b urban = 0.000, SE = 0.045; b urban * time =
−0.010, SE = 0.004). 

Model 1b in Table A2 shows that the differences between the very 
strongly urban and the rural municipalities have significantly increased 
over time (Model 1b: b Rural = 0.123, SE = 0.207; b Time X Rural = 0.047, 
SE = 0.019), and this does not substantively change after controlling for 
sociodemographic composition (Model 2b: b Rural =−0.026, SE = 0.207; 
b Time X Rural = 0.046, SE = 0.019). 

The coefficient plot in Fig. 3 (right panel) displays how the differ-
ences in ethnic intolerance between all pairs of urbanisation categories 
have changed over time. The graph indicates that the difference between 
the very strongly urban and the rural category is the only one that 

significantly increased over time. While attitudes towards ethnic mi-
norities diverged over time along the urban-rural continuum, this can 
mainly be attributed to a significant divergence between the two 
extreme categories, the rural and the very strongly urban areas, rather 
than pitting the largest cities against all others areas. 

Anti-asylum seeker attitudes. Fig. 4 confirms that anti-asylum seeker 
attitudes, too, were substantially lower for inhabitants of very strongly 
urbanised municipalities compared to the other municipalities (see 
Fig. 4). The anti-asylum seeker attitudes have substantially increased 
over time for inhabitants of all but the very strongly urbanised munic-
ipalities, and therewith differences along the urbanisation continuum 
seem to have increased. The results from Table A3 confirm that anti- 
asylum seekers attitudes have diverged along the urban-rural contin-
uum (Model 1a: b urban = 0.065, SE = 0.058; b urban * time =−0.014, SE =
0.005) and this is not explained by the sociodemographic control vari-
ables (Model 2a: b urban = 0.097, SE = 0.058; b urban * time = −0.014, SE 
= 0.005). 

Model 1b in Table A3 and the coefficient plots of Fig. 4 show that this 
divergence is, again, most pronounced between the extremes: the most 
urbanised areas on the one hand and the rural and hardly urban areas on 
the other (Model 1b: b Rural =−0.222, SE = 0.273; b Time X Rural = 0.051, 
SE = 0.025; Model 1b: b Hardly urban = −0.318, SE = 0.253; b Time X Hardly 

urban = 0.061, SE = 0.023). After controlling for sociodemographic 
composition, the increase in the difference between very strongly urban 
and rural municipalities is not significant anymore (Model 2b: b Rural =
−0.314, SE = 0.273; b Time X Rural = 0.047, SE = 0.025). Altogether, the 
results suggest anti-asylum attitudes diverged between the rural and 
hardly urban areas on the one hand and the very strongly urban areas on 
the other, and this might be partly due to changes in sociodemographic 
composition. 

5.2. Cultural Changes (CV) 

The CV data has two variables: ethnic intolerance and xenophobic 
attitudes, starting in 1979. 

Ethnic intolerance. Fig. 5 (left panel) shows that there were no 
substantial differences in intolerance towards ethnic minorities between 
urbanisation categories in the early eighties. However, the trends over 

Fig. 4. Results of the descriptive analysis: Trends in predicted values of anti-asylum seeker attitudes for the five urbanisation categories (Left panel); Results of 
models 1b and 2b: Trends in the gaps in anti-asylum seeker attitudes between urbanisation categories (Right panel). 

4 For Euroscepticism, the divergence between some categories follows a non- 
linear pattern. The interaction coefficients in our main analyses will somewhat 
underestimate, rather than overestimate, divergence for these variables. See for 
details Table A11 and Fig. A4 in Appendix 2 in the supplementary materials. 
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time again seem to differ substantially between urbanisation categories. 
For the (very) strongly urbanised municipalities, intolerance towards 
ethnic minorities decreased, whereas intolerance towards ethnic mi-
norities seems to have been stable, or only slightly decreased, over time 
for the other categories. This is confirmed by the models: the effect of 
urbanisation on ethnic intolerance was not significant in 1979, but over 
time developed towards a negative significant effect (Model 1a: b urban 
= 0.001, SE = 0.005; b urban * time = −0.003, SE < 0.001). Also when 
accounted for the control variables, we see significant change in the 
effect of urbanisation on ethnic intolerance (Model 2a: b urban = 0.015, 
SE = 0.006; b urban * time = −0.002, SE < 0.001). Fig. 5 (right panel) 
confirms that the most-urbanised categories did significantly diverge 
from the three least-urbanised categories, while the three least- 
urbanised categories did not diverge from each other. The two most- 
urbanised categories did also diverge from each other, but this pattern 
is not significant once controlled for socioeconomic background vari-
ables. The results thus suggest a pattern of divergence between the very 
strongly urban municipalities and the rest.5 

Xenophobic attitudes. The findings for xenophobic attitudes mirror 
those of the other items concerning immigrants and ethnic outgroups. 
While there were no substantial differences in the average xenophobia 
score between urbanisation categories in the eighties and early nineties 
(Fig. 6), the average xenophobia score in the higher-urbanised munici-
palities decreased more strongly over the whole period 1979–2010 
compared to the lower-urbanised municipalities. Model 1a in Table A4 
confirms this pattern. The effect of urbanisation on xenophobia was even 
slightly positive in 1979, but decreased significantly over time (Model 
1a: b urban = 0.025, SE = 0.008; b urban * time = −0.004, SE = 0.000) 
towards a significant negative effect, even under control for socio-
demographic background variables (Model 2a: b urban = 0.034 SE =
0.008; b urban * time = −0.004, SE = 0.000). 

These differences again played out especially between the very 
strongly urban on the one hand and all other categories. Fig. 6 (right 
panel) shows that the second-most urban (‘strongly urban’) category 
also significantly diverged from all others, except that the divergence 
from the mildly urban category is not significant after controlling for 
socioeconomic background variables. Further, the mildly urban areas 
did also significantly diverge from the rural and hardly urban areas. 
Although divergence is mostly pronounced between very strongly urban 
municipalities and the rest, there seems to be a broader pattern of 
divergence, between the strongly urban municipalities and the rest, and 
between the two least-urbanised categories and the rest, as well. 

6. Summary 

The results of our main analyses are summarized in Table 2. This 
table shows that we found broad support for overall divergence of 
cosmopolitan-nationalist political attitudes along the urban-rural con-
tinuum. Inhabitants of less-urbanised municipalities hold more negative 
attitudes towards immigration, multiculturalism and European unifi-
cation as compared to inhabitants of municipalities with higher degrees 
of urbanisation, and these differences have increased over time, even 
when controlling for sociodemographic composition. 

Moreover, attitudes regarding European unification mainly diverged 
between the very strongly urban municipalities and the other categories 
and not among these other categories. When it comes to attitudes to-
wards immigration and ethnic outgroups, the urban-rural divergence 
seems to occur somewhat more generally, or only between the most 
extremely urban and rural areas, in the DPES dataset, while the unique 
trajectory of the most (or second-most) urbanised areas was clearly 
visible in the CV dataset. This difference between the findings could not 
be explained by the differences in the time periods under study in both 
datasets: when we analysed the CV data over the same period as the 
DPES (1994–2016) we still found largely similar patterns. Across the 
board, we conclude that there is evidence for a broader pattern of 
divergence regarding immigration attitudes but that this is probably 
most pronounced in cities. Importantly, the underlying trends show that 
the inhabitants of large cities have adopted a more cosmopolitan atti-
tude over time, rather than inhabitants of smaller towns and villages 

Fig. 5. Results of the descriptive analysis: Trends in predicted values of ethnic intolerance for the five urbanisation categories (Left panel); Results of models 1b and 
2b: Trends in the gaps in ethnic intolerance between urbanisation categories (Right panel). 

5 For ethnic intolerance in the CV data, the divergence between some cate-
gories follows a non-linear pattern. The interaction coefficients in our main 
analyses will somewhat underestimate, rather than overestimate, divergence 
for these variables. See for details Table A12 and Fig. A5 in Appendix 2 in the 
supplementary materials. 
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having adopted attitudes more similar to rural inhabitants. 
Note: a Broader divergence: strongly urban areas also significantly 

diverged from the lower-urbanised categories; b No significant diver-
gence between very strongly and strongly urban areas. 

7. Conclusion and discussion 

In this study we investigated whether urban and rural areas have 
drifted apart in cosmopolitan-nationalist attitudes over the last four 
decades. We studied attitudes towards immigration, multiculturalism 
and European integration, which have become salient issues on the 
cultural dimension of political conflict all over Western Europe over the 
last decades (Kriesi et al., 2006). Data from eight waves of the Dutch 
Parliamentary Election Study (NKO/DPES, 1994–2017) and 25 waves of 
the Cultural Changes study (CV, 1979–2016) allowed us to systemati-
cally track cosmopolitan-nationalist attitudes along the urbanisation 
continuum over the span of up to four decades. We additionally analysed 
between which types of areas this alleged divergence took place, and in 
what direction the attitudes changed in these areas. To explore the 
extent to which the presumed divergence is due to changing social 
compositions, we investigated whether it could be accounted for by 
individual-level sociodemographic characteristics. 

Our results show broad support for divergence of cosmopolitan- 
nationalist attitudes along the urban-rural continuum. Inhabitants of 
rural and less-urbanised municipalities hold more negative attitudes 

towards immigration, multiculturalism and European unification as 
compared to inhabitants of municipalities with higher degrees of ur-
banisation. These attitudinal differences were largest between in-
habitants of the very strongly urban municipalities and all other areas. 
This is in line with previous studies suggesting that inhabitants of the 
inner-cities of large metropolitan areas hold uniquely progressive cul-
tural values compared to all other areas (Gimpel & Karnes, 2006; Gor-
don, 2018; Maxwell, 2019), while suburban inhabitants and inhabitants 
of smaller cities hold similarly conservative cultural attitudes compared 
to rural inhabitants (McGrane et al., 2017; Scala & Johnson, 2017; 
Ströbele, 2017). 

This is the first study to systematically establish that these differ-
ences along the urbanisation continuum have increased over time in the 
Netherlands. Regarding Euroscepticism, this divergence is mainly found 
between inhabitants of very strongly urban municipalities versus all 
other areas. This is in line with the idea of the emergence of global cities 
(Warf, 2015) or cosmopolitan cities, where globalization and European 
integration are regarded as sources of prosperity (Lind, 2020; Maxwell, 
2019). We found more mixed evidence when it comes to attitudes about 
immigration and multiculturalism: only for some of the indicators did 
we find that divergence mainly took place between the very strongly 
urbanised areas and all other areas. In some cases, strongly urban areas 
(the second category) also significantly diverged from the 
lower-urbanised areas. While the pattern thus depends somewhat on the 
indicator and time period, the overall pattern is one of a growing 

Fig. 6. Results of the descriptive analysis: Trends in predicted values of xenophobia for the five urbanisation categories (Left panel); Results of models 1b and 2b: 
Trends in the gaps in xenophobia between urbanisation categories (Right panel). 

Table 2 
Trends in the effects of urbanisation on all dependent variables in both datasets.   

DPES survey CV survey 

EU-scepticism Ethnic intolerance Anti-asylum Xenophobia Ethnic intolerance 

Period 1994–2017 1994–2017 1998–2017 1979–2010 1979–2016 
Trend linear effect       

Without controls Divergence Divergence Divergence Divergence Divergence  
With controls Divergence Divergence Divergence Divergence Divergence 

Trend very strongly vs. the rest       
Without controls Divergence None None Divergence Divergencea  

With controls Divergence None None Divergencea Divergenceab  
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urban-rural gap in cosmopolitanism that is brought about mostly – and 
sometimes even exclusively – by the most urbanised areas. 

These patterns of divergence remained mostly unaffected after con-
trolling for socioeconomic background characteristics (and their inter-
action with time). This suggests that divergence of cosmopolitan 
attitudes along the urban-rural continuum cannot only be explained by 
continuing or accelerating processes of social sorting. Instead, part of the 
increasing differences might be explained by changing sociocultural and 
socioeconomic contexts in both urban and rural areas. As metropolitan 
areas grow, diversify, and transform due to economic and cultural 
globalization, its citizens become increasingly unlike others in society. 
The maps of recent elections testify to exactly these geographical 
differences. 

While our study is the first to systematically compare cosmopolitan- 
nationalist attitudes across the urban-rural continuum over a period of 
decades, more research is needed to further disentangle the mechanisms 
involved since our data did not allow to investigate the specificities of 
individuals’ changing residential contexts. We found that inhabitants of 
less-urbanised municipalities developed stronger anti-asylum attitudes, 
while inhabitants of very strongly urbanised municipalities did not. 
Simultaneously, inhabitants of (very) strongly urbanised municipalities 
became less xenophobic and less intolerant towards ethnic minorities 
over time, while inhabitants of less-urbanised municipalities did not. An 
obvious possible explanation for this would be the increasing ethnic 
diversity in urban municipalities. While previous studies confirmed that 
living in ethnically diverse areas is related to having more tolerant at-
titudes towards immigrants (Janssen et al., 2019), and changing ethnic 
composition of neighbourhoods is related to changing attitudes towards 
immigration over time (Van Heerden & Ruedin, 2019), other studies 
found no effect (De Blok & Van der Meer, 2018) or a curvilinear effect of 
ethnic diversity (Van Wijk, Bolt, & Tolsma, 2020). We implicitly 
assumed that this mechanism would apply to both immigration and 
European unification attitudes, since previous studies found that these 
attitudes are closely related to each other (Hobolt & de Vries, 2016) due 
to the importance of immigration as a policy domain of the European 
Union. However, future studies might benefit from studying how 
changes in specific contextual conditions might be related to changes in 
specific attitudes over the last decades. 

Of course, ethnic diversity is not the only factor distinguishing cities 
and the countryside. We found that inhabitants of very strongly urban 
municipalities became less Eurosceptic over the last decade, while in-
habitants of all other areas did not. The differential effect of globaliza-
tion on the inhabitants of urban and rural areas and economic 
restructuring in the last decades may party explain this divergence. That 
this diverging trend was only observed after the start of the financial 
crisis in 2008 might provide additional insights. Economic and social 
deprivation, like rising unemployment rates and deterioration of public 
facilities, in rural areas are important for explaining political attitudes 
(Gordon, 2018; Monnat & Brown, 2017; Scala & Johnson, 2017). 
Although social and economic deprivation are not unique to rural areas, 
it is often argued that these processes have spatially uneven impacts. 
Inhabitants of less-urbanised areas appear to be more vulnerable during 
times of austerity (Murphy & Scott, 2014). Since austerity policies may 
be linked to solidarity between EU-member states in individuals’ minds, 
these geographically uneven effects of austerity policies might explain 
why dissatisfaction with European integration differed between more- 
and less-urbanised areas after the financial crisis. Further research is 
necessary to explain how changing economic contexts may explain 
divergence of political attitudes between large cities and other areas, 
especially since recent studies only found little or no evidence for 
contextual mechanisms explaining geographical polarization (Gallego 
et al., 2016). 

All in all, there are several important strengths to this study. First, 
our datasets cover periods of four (CV) and two (DPES) decades with 
comparable measures of political attitudes, plus comparable measures of 
urbanisation at the municipality level, and individual-level 

sociodemographic background variables, over time. These data sources 
allowed us to systematically track cosmopolitan political attitudes along 
the urbanisation continuum over the span of several decades, while 
controlling for individual-level sociodemographic characteristics. 
Although both datasets include slightly different operationalizations of 
attitudes towards immigration and multiculturalism, the results overall 
patterns are highly similar in both datasets, which indicates that the 
results are robust to differences in operationalizations of the variables 
and differences in the time period under study. 

At the same time, we identify some limitations. First, although we 
did find significant variation in political attitudes between municipal-
ities of different urbanisation degrees, the proportion of explained 
variance is rather low in the models without control variables. On the 
one hand, this is reason to expect that municipalities within an urban-
isation category can still differ substantially in the political attitudes of 
their inhabitants. For example, inhabitants of different rural areas were 
found to differ substantially in their political preferences, based on the 
type of economy of these areas (Scala, Johnson, & Rogers, 2015). 
Similarly, cosmopolitan attitudes might substantially differ between 
inhabitants of booming knowledge economy cities and industrialized 
cities. On the other hand, it suggests that there is as much, if not more, 
variation in political attitudes between inhabitants of different neigh-
bourhoods within these municipalities. For example, we argued that 
increasing spatial polarization in housing prices leads to deepening so-
cial polarization across space. However, inequality in housing prices did 
not only increase between successful and struggling municipalities, but 
also within-city inequalities between the centres and the suburbs 
increased (Cunningham & Savage, 2017; Hochstenbach & Arundel, 
2019). Other possibly important contextual characteristics, like ethnic 
diversity and unemployment rates, also differ substantially between 
neighbourhoods within municipalities. This might partly explain why 
suburban inhabitants, while living in large cities, may still hold attitudes 
similar to rural inhabitants (Ströbele, 2017), or why spatial polarization 
in the US was found to be stronger at the precinct-level as compared to 
higher scales like divisions, states and counties (Rohla, Johnston, Jones, 
& Manley, 2018). Future studies would thus benefit from having 
lower-level (e.g. neighbourhood) urbanisation degree measures. 

Second, in order to empirically distinguish the extent to which 
changing sociodemographic compositions or changing contextual 
characteristics are related to divergence along the urbanisation contin-
uum, we would need longitudinal panel data linked to neighbourhood- 
or municipality-level contextual data (Lancee & Schaeffer, 2015). This 
would be a fruitful direction for further research. 

Third, we did not take other dimensions into account along which 
geographical polarization might occur. Density is just one of the factors 
along which citizens sort and that shapes their experience of the world. 
Citizens also live (to a smaller or larger extent) in the ‘centre’ or ‘pe-
riphery’, and this too shapes their economic, cultural and political 
outlook (Harteveld, Van der Brug, & De Lange, 2019). The distance 
between an individual’s residential area and the nearest city is related to 
his/her political attitudes, additional to the effect of population density 
(Gimpel et al., 2020). We did not distinguish between municipalities 
close to the cultural and political centre of the Netherlands, and mu-
nicipalities that lie closer to the border or in other more peripheral areas. 

Despite these limitations, we found strong support for divergence on 
cosmopolitan-nationalist issues between inhabitants of more- and less- 
urbanised municipalities in the Netherlands. Since this small and 
densely-populated country may be regarded as a least-likely case to find 
these trends, they are likely also present in other Western democracies. 
Inhabitants of large cities have adopted a more cosmopolitan attitude 
over time, and their attitudes diverged from the rest of the country. This 
may provide some insight into why rural inhabitants may feel like their 
values and way of life are not valued by urban inhabitants and that they 
are neglected by policy makers (e.g. Hochschild, 2016; Cramer, 2016). 
However, the geographical divergence does not create a cleavage be-
tween rural areas and the rest of the country, but mainly sets apart the 
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people in the largest cities from those in the rest of the country. This 
underlines the need to also understand the areas in between the two 
extremities, which often do not feature in the public debate. If this trend 
would continue, it will be a challenge for political parties to represent 
inhabitants of large cities and inhabitants of other areas simultaneously. 
This is especially important in countries with majoritarian electoral 
systems, as geography plays a big role in shaping political parties’ 
support in these democracies (Rodden, 2019). Since our results suggest 
that attitudinal divergence is partly related to changes in contextual 
characteristics in both urban and rural areas over the last decades, 

overcoming this may require place-sensitive policies that invest in the 
areas that have not benefited as much from economic restructuring and 
globalisation (Ianmarino, Rodríguez-Posé & Storper, 2019; Rodríguez 
-Posé, 2020), without a priori pitting the most rural areas against the 
rest. 
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Appendix 1. Regression tables  
Table A1 
Regression models including interactions between urbanisation and time on Euroscepticism from the DPES data   

Model 1a Model 2a Model 1b Model 2b  

B SE B SE B SE B SE 

Time 0.132*** 0.016 0.293*** 0.037 0.023 0.015 0.214*** 0.035 
Urbanisation (continuous) 0.106* 0.053 0.082 0.054     
Time X Urbanisation −0.017*** 0.005 −0.013** 0.005     
Urbanisation (Very strongly = ref.)          

Rural     −0.511* 0.250 −0.359 0.250  
Hardly     −0.355 0.231 −0.276 0.231  
Mildly     −0.531* 0.230 −0.456* 0.228  
Strongly     −0.322 0.223 −0.211 0.220  
Time X Rural     0.078*** 0.023 0.055* 0.023  
Time X Hardly     0.068*** 0.020 0.052* 0.021  
Time X Mildly     0.070*** 0.021 0.059** 0.021  
Time X Strongly     0.052** 0.020 0.038 0.020 

Constant 3.093*** 0.178 1.674** 0.375 3.783*** 0.173 2.182*** 0.357 
Control variables X 

Time included 
No Yes No Yes 

Adjusted R2 .015 .078 .016 .076 
N 14,114 13,218 14,114 13,218  
* p < 0.05. 
** p < 0.01. 
*** p < 0.001.  

Table A2 
Regression models including interactions between urbanisation and time on intolerance towards ethnic minorities from the DPES data   

Model 1a Model 2a Model 1b Model 2b  

B SE B SE B SE B SE 

Time 0.029* 0.014 0.123*** 0.030 −0.025 0.013 0.073** 0.028 
Urbanisation (continuous) −0.039 0.044 0.000 0.045     
Time X Urbanisation −0.010* 0.004 −0.010* 0.004     
Urbanisation (Very Strongly = ref.)          

Rural     0.123 0.207 −0.026 0.207  
Hardly urban     0.258 0.191 0.148 0.191  
Mildly urban     0.257 0.192 0.218 0.189  
Strongly urban     0.112 0.185 0.103 0.182  
Time X Rural     0.047* 0.019 0.046* 0.019  
Time X Hardly urban     0.029 0.017 0.025 0.017  
Time X Mildly urban     0.014 0.017 0.008 0.017  
Time X Strongly urban     0.016 0.017 0.011 0.017 

Constant 5.086*** 0.149 4.514*** 0.268 4.820*** 0.142 4.445*** 0.288 
Control variables X 

Time included 
No Yes No Yes 

Adjusted R2 .015 .094 .016 .096 
N 16,679 15,645 16,679 15,645  
* p < 0.05. 
** p < 0.01. 
*** p < 0.001.  
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Table A3 
Regression models including interactions between urbanisation and time on anti-asylum attitudes from the DPES data   

Model 1a Model 2a Model 1b Model 2b  

B SE B SE B SE B SE 

Time 0.094*** 0.017 0.075 0.041 0.014 0.017 −0.005 0.039          

Urbanisation (continuous) 0.065 0.058 0.097 0.058     
Time X Urbanisation −0.014** 0.005 −0.014** 0.005     
Urbanisation.(Strongly = ref.)          

Rural     −0.222 0.273 −0.314 0.273  
Hardly urban     −0.318 0.253 −0.531* 0.253  
Mildly urban     −0.131 0.250 −0.280 0.248  
Strongly urban     −0.174 0.242 −0.274 0.239  
Time X Rural     0.051* 0.025 0.047 0.025  
Time X Hardly urban     0.061** 0.023 0.071** 0.023  
Time X Mildly urban     0.035 0.022 0.041 0.022  
Time X Strongly urban     0.032 0.022 0.036 0.022 

Constant 3.826*** 0.192 4.472*** 0.430 4.211*** 0.192 5.035*** 0.412 
Control variables X 

Time included 
No Yes No Yes 

Adjusted R2 .010 .067 .010 .066 
N 13,678 12,958 13,678 12,958  
* p < 0.05. 
** p < 0.01. 
*** p < 0.001.  

Table A4 
Regression models including interactions between urbanisation and time on ethnic intolerance from the CV data   

Model 1a Model 2a Model 1b Model 2b  

B SE B SE B SE B SE 

Time 0.002* 0.001 0.009*** 0.003 −0.012*** (0.001) −0.002 (0.002) 
Urbanisation (continuous) 0.001 0.005 0.015** 0.006     
Time X Urbanisation −0.003*** 0.000 −0.002*** 0.000     
Urbanisation (Very strongly = ref.)          

Rural     0.023 (0.026) −0.048 (0.028)  
Hardly     −0.008 (0.021) −0.048* (0.022)  
Mildly     −0.041* (0.020) −0.058** (0.021)  
Strongly     0.038 (0.022) −0.002 (0.023)  
Time X Rural     0.008*** (0.001) 0.007*** (0.001)  
Time X Hardly     0.010*** (0.001) 0.007*** (0.001)  
Time X Mildly     0.009*** (0.001) 0.006*** (0.001)  
Time X Strongly     0.003* (0.001) 0.002 (0.001) 

Constant 1.801*** 0.019 1.552*** 0.047 1.808*** (0.014) 1.631*** (0.044) 
Control variables X 

Time included 
No Yes No Yes 

Adjusted R2 .013 .064 .014 .064 
N 46,507 43,215 46,507 43,215  
* p < 0.05. 
** p < 0.01. 
*** p < 0.001.  

Table A5 
Regression models including interactions between urbanisation and time on xenophobia from the CV data   

Model 1a Model 2a Model 1b Model 2b  

B SE B SE B SE B SE 

Time 0.007*** 0.002 0.021*** 0.005 −0.016*** 0.001 0.003 0.004          

Urbanisation (continuous) 0.025** 0.008 0.034*** 0.008     
Time X Urbanisation −0.004*** 0.000 −0.004*** 0.000     
Urbanisation (Very strongly = ref.)          

Rural     −0.108** 0.038 −0.158*** 0.039  
Hardly     −0.074* 0.030 −0.101** 0.032  
Mildly     −0.064* 0.030 −0.030 0.030  
Strongly     −0.023 0.032 −0.039 0.033  
Time X Rural     0.018*** 0.002 0.015*** 0.002  
Time X Hardly     0.015*** 0.002 0.012*** 0.002  
Time X Mildly     0.011*** 0.002 0.007*** 0.002  
Time X Strongly     0.007*** 0.002 0.005* 0.002 

Constant 0.749*** 0.027 0.679*** 0.069 0.878*** 0.021 0.846*** 0.063 

(continued on next page) 
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Table A5 (continued )  

Model 1a Model 2a Model 1b Model 2b  

B SE B SE B SE B SE 

Control variables X 
Time included 

No Yes No Yes 

Adjusted R2 .007 .064 .007 .064 
N 37,493 34,479 37,493 34,479  
* p < 0.05. 
** p < 0.01. 
*** p < 0.001. 
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