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urban divide in external political efficacy
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Enrique Hernández 
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ABSTRACT
Rural areas have often been labelled by the literature as ‘left-behind’ areas or 
‘places that don’t matter’, implicitly suggesting that residents of these communi-
ties feel neglected by political elites. This article studies the rural-urban divide in 
external political efficacy, which reflects individuals’ beliefs about the responsive-
ness of political elites, while also examining if compositional and contextual fac-
tors can explain such a divide. Drawing on data from the European Social Survey, 
the results reveal a significant rural-urban gap in external efficacy, which is partly 
explained by differences in the sociodemographic characteristics of rural and 
urban dwellers, but not by disparities in their evaluation of the provision of basic 
public services. Notably, this rural-urban gap in external efficacy is substantively 
smaller in those countries with higher levels of electoral malapportionment that 
lead to an overrepresentation of rural areas in national parliaments.

KEYWORDS  Rural-urban; cleavage; external political efficacy; malapportionment; political 
attitudes

Out of the four cleavages discussed in Lipset and Rokkan’s (1967) seminal 
work, the rural-urban divide is probably the one that has received the 
least attention in empirical political science (c.f. Knutsen 1989; Kriesi 
1998; Tarrow 1971). Recent events such as Brexit, the Yellow Vests move-
ment in France, or the growing and clustered support for populist radical 
right parties in Europe have led to a renewed interest in this traditional 
cleavage (see e.g. Harteveld et  al. 2022).

The acceleration of the processes linked to globalisation has accentuated the 
gap between the countryside and the city, which goes well beyond demo-
graphic and economic aspects (Cramer 2016). This has led to the conjecture 
that those who live in rural areas resent urban dwellers and elites, among 
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other reasons, because they feel like they have been abandoned by them. 
Underlying this claim is the assumption that urban and rural dwellers differ 
in their evaluation of the responsiveness of political elites, and more broadly 
the political system. In fact, rural areas have often been labelled by the litera-
ture as ‘left-behind’ areas (Ulrich-Schad and Duncan 2018) or ‘places that 
don’t matter’ (Rodríguez-Pose 2018). This, in turn, has been proposed as a 
potential explanation for the anti-establishment reactions that have emerged 
from some rural areas. It is, therefore, relevant to ask whether the apparently 
growing rural-urban political divide is manifested in different attitudes towards 
the political system in urban and rural areas.

The attention devoted to this topic in the empirical literature is swiftly 
growing but still scarce. Some of these studies have focused on examining 
differences in satisfaction with democracy and political trust between 
urban and rural inhabitants (McKay et  al. 2021; Mitsch et  al. 2021; 
Traunmüller and Ackermann 2019). In this article we focus instead on 
individuals’ perception of political responsiveness or external political effi-
cacy, which is directly related to the notion of being ‘left behind’ (see also 
McKay 2019). Specifically, we analyse whether there are differences in 
external political efficacy between rural and urban dwellers. Prior evi-
dence regarding the attitudinal and behavioural divides between these 
areas leads us to expect that the perception of external efficacy will be 
lower in the countryside. That is, that those living in those areas are 
likely to feel that politicians are less responsive to their demands.

In order to understand this rural-urban divide in political attitudes we 
build on the debate about compositional and contextual factors (Maxwell 
2019). Thus, we propose two different, but potentially complementary, 
mechanisms that shed light on the extent to which the sociodemographic 
traits of the population in each area and/or the characteristics of the place 
itself are what explains this gap. The first mechanism is related to the 
observation that people with higher educational and economic levels tend 
to increasingly concentrate in cities (Maxwell 2019) and that these char-
acteristics, in turn, are associated with higher levels of perceived external 
political efficacy (Oser et  al. 2023). When it comes to the second mech-
anism, we focus on the evaluation of the provision of public services. 
Rural inhabitants often complain that they do not have equal access to 
high-quality public services, which translates into a perception that the 
elites are not paying attention to their needs and demands (Cramer 2016).

In addition, we propose that this relationship should be conditioned by 
institutions and the distribution of power in each country – specifically 
by how inclusive institutions are to rural representation. Hence, we assess 
whether the perceived external efficacy gap between urban and rural 
areas is smaller in those countries with higher levels of electoral 
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malapportionment, which leads to an overrepresentation of rural areas in 
national parliaments.

Our analyses, based on data from rounds 8 and 9 of the European 
Social Survey for 30 countries, reveal that those who live in cities feel 
more politically efficacious. In other words, they think that the political 
system is more responsive to their demands. The results also reveal that 
the gap in perceived external political efficacy between rural and urban 
communities is not explained by a different evaluation of the provision of 
basic public services (e.g. healthcare or education) in these areas. Instead, 
this gap is partially explained by differences in the sociodemographic 
characteristics of rural and urban dwellers (i.e. a compositional mecha-
nism). Moreover, it appears that the gap in perceived external efficacy is 
substantively smaller in those countries with higher levels of electoral 
malapportionment, which lead to an overrepresentation of rural commu-
nities in national parliaments.

These findings indicate that a crucial factor in understanding the 
rural-urban divide lies in the feeling of being neglected by political elites, 
a feeling particularly prevalent among rural residents. Moreover, to under-
stand these processes it is not enough to consider the patterns of demo-
graphic segregation associated with the knowledge economy. The trajectory 
and the institutional make-up of each territory also seem to be relevant. 
This idea connects with the call from recent studies to investigate contex-
tual factors, beyond the economic development of the territory, to fully 
understand the rural-urban divide (Kenny and Luca 2020; Luukkonen 
et  al. 2021; Traunmüller and Ackermann 2019). Our finding regarding the 
role of electoral malapportionment highlights the relevance of institutions 
in shaping this increasingly important cleavage.

Theoretical framework

The rural-urban divide in political attitudes and behaviour has recently 
received increasing attention in the literature (e.g. Brookes and Cappellina 
2023; Gimpel et  al. 2020; Huijsmans et  al. 2021; Roy et  al. 2015; Scala 
and Johnson 2017; Zumbrunn and Freitag 2023). The key takeaway from 
these recent studies is that there is a stark attitudinal and behavioural 
contrast between urban and rural areas.

On the one hand, urban areas tend to be more cosmopolitan, more 
supportive of European integration, and more culturally progressive. Rural 
dwellers are, by contrast, more conservative and nationalistic, and tend to 
harbour greater political resentment and discontent, which in turn prompts 
some anti-system responses (de Dominicis et  al. 2020; Huijsmans et  al. 
2021; Luca et  al. 2022; Maxwell 2019). Rural and urban communities are, 
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therefore, generally depicted as two worlds that are increasingly drifting 
apart due to, among other factors, the growing societal divides brought by 
the transition to knowledge economies. It seems that there is a growing 
divide between rural and urban residents across several political 
dimensions.

Against this backdrop, we propose to focus on individuals’ perception 
of their external political efficacy. Campbell et  al. (1954: 187) define polit-
ical efficacy as the ‘feeling that individual political action does have, or 
can have, an impact upon the political process, namely, that it is worth-
while to perform one’s civic duties’. During the 1960s, efficacy became 
one of the prime factors to explain political participation and political 
behaviour (Craig 1979). In the following decade, though, the ambiguity of 
the concept and its dimensionality became the focus of discussion (Balch 
1974). This debate exemplifies how research on the rural-urban cleavage 
can benefit from focusing on subjective external political efficacy. There 
is now a consensus on the idea that we can distinguish between two 
dimensions of political efficacy depending on whether the focus is placed 
on: the individual, as an actor that is capable of influencing politics; or 
on institutions, as organisations that are receptive and open to citizens’ 
demands (Westholm and Niemi 1986). Internal efficacy refers to the indi-
vidual feeling about one’s own capacity to understand and participate in 
politics (Balch 1974; Craig 1979; Saris and Torcal 2009). Instead, external 
efficacy, or system responsiveness, refers ‘to beliefs about the responsive-
ness of governmental authorities and institutions to citizen demands’ 
(Craig et  al. 1990: 290).

We would argue that, given previous arguments about rural areas being 
left behind, research on this cleavage can truly benefit from focusing on 
external political efficacy. The idea of rural communities feeling ignored 
by political elites is often an implicit assumption in this literature strand. 
However, this is one of the pillars that structures Cramer’s argument 
about rural consciousness (2016): the perception of not having influence, 
because politicians, by not listening to rural inhabitants, are showing 
them that they are not worthy of their attention. Studying external polit-
ical efficacy, which focuses precisely on the perceived responsiveness of 
elites, is, therefore, a good way to shed some light on this crucial assump-
tion of this literature strand.

While the distinction between internal and external efficacy is well 
established, we must also discuss its similarities and differences with another 
related concept such as political trust, which has been extensively analysed 
in the rural-urban cleavage literature (see e.g. McKay et  al. 2021; Mitsch 
et  al. 2021). As Craig (1979) points out, both attitudes are based on the 
same object: the assessment of the system and its institutions. Hence, the 
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two attitudes are closely related (Saris and Torcal 2009). However, they do 
not measure the same. Political trust is based on the perception of institu-
tions acting in accordance with the pursuit of the public interest (e.g. 
absence of corruption), while external political efficacy relates to the per-
ception of governments or institutions acting in line with citizens’ needs 
and demands (Craig et  al. 1990). Therefore, people can trust an institution 
(e.g. technocratic government), which pursues the public interests, but in 
turn can feel less efficacious precisely because that institution is not respon-
sive or necessarily guided by citizens’ needs and demands (Geurkink et  al. 
2020; McKay et  al. 2021). In fact, regarding rural areas, Cramer (2016) 
points out that the discontent is not only due to mistrust in the govern-
ment, but also due to the lack of attention to their concerns.

The literature on the rural-urban divide has focused much more on 
electoral behaviour than on the study of the political attitudes that pre-
cede it, though (Luukkonen et  al. 2021). In fact, behind the mobilisation 
and political reactions of certain rural areas there seems to be a feeling 
of being ignored or excluded. In line with this idea some recent studies 
point out that there are relevant differences in political support between 
urban and rural areas (e.g. Kenny and Luca 2020; McKay et  al. 2021; 
Mitsch et  al. 2021; Traunmüller and Ackermann 2019). Generally, rural 
inhabitants show lower levels of satisfaction with democracy and political 
trust than urban dwellers.

Luukkonen et  al.’s (2021) geographical study, in fact, points out that 
urban dwellers present higher levels of political efficacy than rural dwell-
ers. Indirectly, this, and other attitudinal differences, have been attributed 
to a reaction from the countryside in face of a reality in which power is 
concentrated in cities, which are the clear winners of globalisation and 
benefit from the changes brought by the transition to knowledge econo-
mies (Cramer 2016; Rodríguez-Pose 2018). This has led to the assump-
tion that the rural-urban attitudinal and behavioural divides can be traced 
back to the fact that residents in rural areas might feel ‘left behind’. Cities 
are not only the clear winners of knowledge economies, increasingly 
attracting capital and highly qualified workers that concentrate in small 
clusters, but are also the areas where political power is concentrated 
(Musterd et  al. 2016). Moreover, due to their higher population density, 
basic public services such as hospitals, universities, or cultural infrastruc-
tures are generally concentrated in those areas. These phenomena, that 
can be grouped under the label of ‘political cityism’, imply the privileging 
of cities and urban areas to the detriment of rural areas’ interests 
(Luukkonen et  al. 2021).

In comparison to those who live in rural areas, urbanites might, there-
fore, be more likely to perceive that political elites care about their needs 
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and are more responsive to their demands. This perception might, in 
turn, lead to some of the attitudes and behaviours that have been observed 
among rural dwellers such as lower levels of trust in political elites 
(McKay et  al. 2021), higher dissatisfaction with democracy (Traunmüller 
and Ackermann 2019), higher polarisation, or higher support for populist 
and radical right parties (Scala and Johnson 2017). Therefore, it seems 
pertinent to examine whether and to what extent rural dwellers feel that 
politicians are less responsive to their demands.

Following this reasoning we expect that:

H1: Urban dwellers will have a stronger feeling of external political efficacy 
than rural dwellers.

This difference in perceived external efficacy between those living in 
cities and the countryside could be rooted in two different but potentially 
complementary mechanisms. First, a compositional mechanism that would 
explain the divide in efficacy through the sociodemographic differences of 
rural and urban residents. Second, a contextual mechanism rooted on the 
differential provision of public services in cities and the countryside.

Compositional factors

The first mechanism that could lead to the rural-urban gap in perceived 
external political efficacy is related to compositional factors. That is, dis-
parities in the composition of the respective dwellers. In addition to being 
associated with gender (Coffé 2013) and age (Marx and Nguyen 2016), 
political efficacy is closely related to factors such as educational attain-
ment (Hakhverdian et  al. 2012), occupation (Marx and Nguyen 2016; 
Westholm and Niemi 1986), and socioeconomic status (Metzger et  al. 
2020). A higher educational and socioeconomic status translate into a 
greater accumulation of both social and cognitive resources that facilitate 
access to the political world, which explains why high status groups per-
ceive that the system is more permeable to their demands (Hakhverdian 
et  al. 2012; Rosenstone and Hansen 1993). Likewise, those who are in a 
disadvantaged position, both in terms of employment and income, are 
more likely to feel that the outputs of the political system do not benefit 
them, which leads to a lower sense of external political efficacy 
(Emmenegger et  al. 2015; Norris 2015).

Education, occupational status, and socioeconomic status are not 
equally distributed, though. Transformations associated with the transition 
to the knowledge economy have led to demographic segregation (Camarero 
2020). That is, they have led to a heterogeneous spatial distribution of the 
population according to, for example, their level of education. People with 
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more skills and a high occupational status are concentrated in large cities, 
because these accumulate more opportunities linked to the development 
of the service sector and knowledge economies. Meanwhile, the decline of 
the primary and secondary sectors is gradually relegating manual workers, 
with a lower educational level and higher unemployment rates, to rural 
areas (Kenny and Luca 2020; Maxwell 2019). Consequently, depopulation 
processes lead to older and more masculinised societies, with higher rates 
of school failure and people at risk of poverty, and with lower levels of 
social capital (Camarero 2020). Furthermore, segregation could be rein-
forced by a self-selection mechanism related to the fact that people tend 
to surround themselves with their equals and peers (Kenny and Luca 2020).

The gap between residents of rural and urban areas in terms of per-
ceived external political efficacy could then be explained by compositional 
factors – age, gender, educational level, occupational status, etc. If this was 
the case, the driving force for the differences in political efficacy would 
not be the place or residence by itself, but the sociodemographic charac-
teristics of residents in rural and urban areas. In this sense, Traunmüller 
and Ackermann (2019) provide evidence about the relevance of composi-
tional factors – and, specifically, educational level – when it comes to 
understanding the rural-urban gap in satisfaction with democracy. In gen-
eral, this approach has so far been the predominant one when investigat-
ing the rural-urban divide in political dissatisfaction, populist attitudes, 
and voting behaviour (Kenny and Luca 2020) and when researching on 
political efficacy (Shore 2020). From this theoretical reasoning we derive 
our second hypothesis:

H2: Differences in sociodemographic characteristics will contribute to the gap 
in perceived external political efficacy between urban and rural dwellers.

Public services provision

Beyond compositional factors, differences in the provision of basic public 
services in cities and the countryside could also contribute to the gap in 
political efficacy. Although the effect of an individual’s socio-political context 
on the development of her political efficacy has not received much academic 
attention, ‘the idea that public policy can play an important role in shaping 
patterns of political engagement is by no means a new one’ (Shore 2020: 3).

There is solid evidence about the importance of the perception of the 
quality of the system’s outputs when evaluating its performance (Agerberg 
2017; Bland et  al. 2023). As Agerberg (2017) points out, there is a con-
sensus on the positive association between the quality of government and 
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political trust. Specifically, citizens judge the quality of the system based 
on their closest experience, on the outputs that affect them the most, like, 
for example, the provision of public services such as education or health-
care and, more broadly, economic prosperity (Agerberg 2017; Cramer 
2016; Mitsch et  al. 2021). In this sense, there is evidence about the rela-
tionship between both the perception of the provision of services and 
political participation, and between the former and support for populist 
parties (Agerberg 2017). In addition, citizens’ negative perceptions about 
the provision of public services are linked to lower levels of political trust 
(Mitsch et  al. 2021).

The levels of public investment and provision of public services are 
often insufficient in rural areas, a situation that has become chronic and 
that is detrimental for rural dwellers, especially among those groups and 
citizens with greater difficulties to move around the territory (Aksztejn 
2020; Metzger et  al. 2020). To the extent that their inhabitants often must 
travel far to continue studying or to receive advanced medical treatments, 
the demands arising from rural areas are usually based on the improve-
ment of public services (Cramer 2016; Nilsson and Lundgren 2019). 
According to the policy feedback approach, public policies produce 
‘resource effects’ and ‘interpretive effects’ (Pierson 1993). Although poli-
cies can distribute (material, economic) resources that have repercussions 
on what we have called compositional factors, it is the interpretive effects 
of these policies that can potentially influence one’s feeling of external 
political efficacy the most (Shore 2020). Moreover, the translation into 
resources, policies and investment in public policies send powerful mes-
sages. That is, a certain public policy ‘may signal to individuals or groups 
that they have rights to certain benefits or services, that they are entitled 
to and deserving of support’ (Shore 2020: 4). In the case of rural inhab-
itants, the difficulty in accessing certain public services is the seed for 
perceiving inequality compared to other citizens (Camarero 2020). In fact, 
this is one of most frequent claims of rural social movements such as the 
‘Emptied Spain’ or the ‘Yellow Vests’ (Camarero 2022).

The economic and social decline linked to the rural exodus and dein-
dustrialisation has, in fact, spread out a perception of marginalisation and 
a feeling of dissatisfaction with the system among its dwellers (McKay 
et  al. 2021). It is at this point that the grievance, as a consequence of 
interpretive effects, comes into play: rural people’s attitudes towards who 
distributes the resources become more negative when they know that oth-
ers are in a better situation (McKay 2019). It is common for the inhabi-
tants of rural areas to feel forgotten, abandoned, or ignored by an elite 
that often adopts decisions from cities located far away. As Cramer (2016) 
point out, this feeling of comparative grievance, together with an 
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evocation of a better past, can crystallise into rural resentment. The con-
sequences of this ‘territorial satellitization’ (Camarero 2020) have led to 
the notions of ‘left-behind places’ (Ulrich-Schad and Duncan 2018), 
‘places that don’t matter’ (Rodríguez-Pose 2018) and the ‘geography of 
discontent’ (McCann 2020). These arguments lead us to our third 
hypothesis:

H3: Differences in perceptions of the provision of public services will contrib-
ute to the gap in perceived external political efficacy between urban and rural 
dwellers.

Malapportionment

While compositional differences and variation in the provision of public 
services can generate a gap in external efficacy between urban and rural 
dwellers, the extent to which institutions are able to integrate minority 
voices can ameliorate or exacerbate this efficacy divide. For example, con-
sensual democratic systems can help increase satisfaction and perceived 
external political efficacy among electoral ‘losers’ and political minorities 
(Anderson and Guillory 1997; Banducci et  al. 1999).

We, therefore, expect that being better represented in the policymaking 
process will play a role in the formation and change of feelings of exter-
nal political efficacy. For example, among ethnic minorities, greater 
descriptive representation is related to higher levels of political efficacy. 
Having representatives of their same ethnicity or nationality empowers 
minorities in political terms, who believe that they have greater influence 
(Bobo and Gilliam 1990).

Precisely because voting is, par excellence, the way to exert influence in 
a democracy, it is necessary to consider the role that the electoral system 
might play in this regard, since some disproportionality mechanisms, such 
as malapportionment (Gallagher 1991), may alter the perception of exter-
nal political efficacy of certain groups. In other words, perceived external 
political efficacy can be altered if one’s vote is worth more or less than 
another one depending on the area where one lives.

In some electoral systems, there is a ‘discrepancy between the shares of 
legislative seats and the shares of population held by geographical units’ 
(Samuels and Snyder 2001: 652). This bias is known as malapportion-
ment. In other words, in the presence of malapportionment, the weight 
of each vote, in terms of representation and influence, is not equal across 
electoral districts. This is because, according to their population share, 
some districts are overrepresented, while others are underrepresented.
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Jacob (1964: 257), in fact, refers to malapportionment as ‘urban under-
representation’, since it has ‘usually [involved] the deliberate 
over-representation of rural areas’ (Gallagher 1991: 45). This is partly 
because cities and metropolitan areas are generally gaining population, 
while the countryside is emptying. In fact, malapportionment can be 
understood as a compensation tool for the sake of a greater territorial 
balance; since, should this bias not exist, the most depopulated (i.e. rural) 
areas, would hardly have a voice (Simón 2009).

Malapportionment clearly benefits the rural and less populated areas, 
and the parties that represent the interests of those areas (Penadés 2006: 
195). These overrepresented areas have an increased capacity to influence 
and condition decision-making, since malapportionment ‘can have an 
important impact on executive-legislative relations, intra-legislative bar-
gaining and the overall performance of democratic systems’ (Samuels and 
Snyder 2001: 653). Because obtaining a seat for an overrepresented dis-
trict costs fewer votes, political parties will work harder to win votes in 
these areas (Simón 2009). Thus, it makes sense that rural inhabitants may 
perceive that the system is more responsive to their demands. Specifically, 
this could be explained through two interlinked mechanisms that we pro-
pose but that we do not test below.

In the first place, malapportionment can generate a symbolic effect for 
rural inhabitants. They feel that they are more decisive, that their repre-
sentatives are going to pay more attention to them, that they are going to 
give more voice to their demands. In short, in the presence of malappor-
tionment rural sentiments and interests enjoy greater symbolic represen-
tation than urban ones (Lago and Montero 2005: 334). Secondly, precisely 
because of the electoral interest of the parties in these areas, the represen-
tatives of rural areas can exercise their greatest influence to obtain bene-
fits for these areas. In fact, Ardanaz and Scartascini (2013) propose that 
malapportionment has translated into a bias in the territorial distribution 
of public expenditure, benefiting rural areas, in various regions. In this 
way, it could be understood that being a beneficiary of the system’s out-
puts makes rural dwellers perceive that they are more influential. Based 
on these insights, we expect that differences in malapportionment across 
countries will modulate the gap in perceived external political efficacy 
between rural and urban areas. If malapportionment is high, rural areas 
are likely to be overrepresented in decision making bodies. In that case, 
the votes of rural dwellers weigh more than those of urbanites. This could 
lead to a higher sense of external political efficacy among rural dwellers, 
which might partially compensate for their lower provision of public ser-
vices or even for the differences induced by compositional factors. 
Conversely, in countries with low or no malapportionment rural dwellers 
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might feel that their voices are less likely to be heard. This argument 
leads us to our fourth hypothesis:

H4: The greater the degree of malapportionment, the smaller the perceived 
external political efficacy gap between urban and rural dwellers.

Data and methods

In order to test these hypotheses, we draw on data from rounds 8 and 9 
of the European Social Survey (ESS), conducted in 2016 and 2018 in 30 
European democracies.1 Our dependent variable measuring external polit-
ical efficacy is based on two questions. The first asks respondents to what 
extent they think that the political system allows people to have a say in 
what governments does. The second question captures to what extent they 
think that the political system allows people to have influence in politics. 
Both items are measured on 5-point agreement scales. These two ques-
tions are adequate to capture and measure the latent concept of perceived 
external political efficacy in comparative studies (Saris and Torcal 2009).2 
Our dependent variable is based on the combination of the responses to 
these two questions (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.79). The resulting additive 
index, after recoding the items into a 0–4 scale, ranges between 0 and 8, 
with higher values indicating higher levels of perceived external political 
efficacy.

In order to measure whether respondents live in an urban or rural 
community, we rely on a self-reported measure. Respondents were asked 
to describe the place where they live with the following response catego-
ries: ‘A big city’; ‘Suburbs or outskirts of big city’; ‘Town or small city’; 
‘Country village’; ‘Farm or home in countryside’. To simplify the estima-
tion, we collapsed the first two categories into a single urban category, 
and the last two categories into a rural category. Hence, the resulting vari-
able has three categories: urban, town, and rural. The intermediate cate-
gory town allows us to nuance the rural-urban difference, which is more 
of a continuum (Nemerever and Rogers 2021). In addition, the use of 
these three categories is common in objective indicators, such as the 
DEGURBA or degree of urbanisation indicator (Eurostat 2021). While 
self-reported measures of rural-urban residence are not free of problems 
(Nemerever and Rogers 2021), this is the only measure often available in 
comparative surveys and it has been used extensively in the recent litera-
ture on the rural-urban divide (see e.g. Traunmüller and Ackermann 2019).

To capture the mechanism related to compositional factors, our models 
include variables measuring respondents’ sex, age (in years), education 
(measured in years of schooling), citizenship, income (measured 
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subjectively on a 1–4 scale as how respondents think they are coping on 
with their current income), and an indicator variable capturing whether 
respondents have a paid job.

To measure the mechanism related to the provision of public services, 
our models include variables capturing how satisfied, on a 0–10 scale, 
respondents are with the state of education and healthcare in their coun-
tries. Although asking about satisfaction with services at the national level 
is not optimal for our purpose, most comparative surveys do not include 
this question at the local level. Moreover, to fully capture the potential 
influence of government’s output on the relationship between urban and 
rural residence and political efficacy we also include a variable measuring 
respondents’ evaluation of the state of the economy in their countries.

Another key variable of interest is the degree of malapportionment in 
each country. The country-level measure of malapportionment is based 
on Ong et  al. (2017), who create an original and up-to-date dataset of 
malapportionment for 160 countries using data for the latest available 
election in each country. They use the malapportionment index proposed 
by Samuels and Snyder (2001), which is based on a modification of 
Loosemore and Hanby’s (1971) disproportionality index of the mismatch 
between the proportion of seats and the proportion of votes obtained by 
a candidacy. As noted, malapportionment refers to the mismatch between 
the percentage of seats that are elected in a district and the percentage of 
the population residing in it (Samuels and Snyder 2001). Thus, the widely 
used formula to measure the level of malapportionment is as follows:

	 MAL s v
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i
 and v

i
 are, respectively, the percentage of elected seats and the 

percentage of resident population in district i (Samuels and Snyder 2001).3
According to this formula, the resulting percentage would correspond 

to the total deviation of all the districts with respect to what would be 
a perfect apportionment (Ardanaz and Scartascini 2013). For instance, if 
the resulting value of the malapportionment index is 0.2, this means that 
one fifth of the representatives are elected in districts that would not 
correspond to them if there were proportionality between the distribu-
tion of seats and population. The measure mimics the one proposed by 
Samuels and Snyder (2001), with higher values indicating higher levels of 
malapportionment. In our sample, the countries with the lowest levels of 
malapportionment are Israel, Montenegro, the Netherlands, Serbia, and 
Slovakia, which receive a value of 0 in the malapportionment index due 
to their single-district electoral system. The countries with the highest 
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levels of malapportionment are Cyprus (0.172), Spain (0.106), and Iceland 
(0.091).

Our analyses also include a control variable that measures whether the 
respondent is an electoral winner or loser.4 According to previous litera-
ture, being a winner or loser affects the levels of perceived external polit-
ical efficacy, since those who have voted for a party in government feel 
that institutions are more responsive to their preferences and demands 
than those who have voted for other political options (Nadeau and Blais 
1993). To this end, we use a variable that measures which party the 
respondent voted for in the last election. Based on ParlGov data, the vari-
able takes the value 0 when she is a loser, while the value 1 is assigned 
to winners.

In order to estimate our models,5 we implement a twofold strategy. 
Our initial examination of the gap in political efficacy between urban and 
rural dwellers, as well as of the potential mechanisms, that might drive 
this relationship is exclusively based on individual-level data. Hence, these 
models are based on an OLS estimation, which includes country-round 
fixed-effects to account for any unexplained variance across countries and 
ESS waves. Second, to analyse how malapportionment might moderate 
the gap in political efficacy between rural and urban dwellers we estimate 
a series of multilevel (mixed-effects) linear models. These models include 
country random-intercepts as well as random slopes for the individual-level 
variable measuring whether respondents live in an urban area, a town, or 
a rural area, which is interacted with each country’s degree of malappor-
tionment (Heisig and Schaeffer 2019). These multilevel models also 
include wave fixed-effects.

Results

We begin by discussing the results related to the gap in political efficacy 
between rural and urban areas. Model 1 in Table 1 reveals that, prior to 
including any controls, there are significant differences in perceived exter-
nal political efficacy between those living in urban areas (reference cate-
gory) and those who live in towns and rural areas, who feel less efficacious 
than those who live in cities. Those who live in urban areas have an 
average level of perceived external efficacy of 2.59, those who live in 
towns of 2.43 and those who live in rural areas of 2.32. As expected, we 
find the greatest difference in perceived external efficacy between those 
who live in urban areas and those who live in rural areas, where the 
difference amounts to 0.265 points on the 0–8 scale. This gap is equiva-
lent to a change of 0.15 standard deviations in the perceived external 
efficacy index.
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Next, we analyse whether and to what extent differences in perceived 
external efficacy between urban and rural areas are driven by composi-
tional mechanisms. As shown in Table A1 of the Online appendix, rural 
and urban populations show statistically significant differences in their 
sociodemographic profile. Compared to urbanites, among rural inhabi-
tants there are more men, less immigrants, and more people with paid 
jobs. In addition, the rural population presents a higher average age, 
lower educational levels, and greater difficulties to live with their current 
income. To the extent that these sociodemographic factors are associated 
with feelings of external efficacy, such compositional differences may con-
tribute to explain the rural-urban gap in efficacy.

Model 2 of Table 1 includes the variables related to the respondents’ 
sociodemographic profile. According to the estimates, being a woman 

Table 1. R ural-urban differences in perceived external political efficacy.
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Baseline Compositional Services Services + Eco Full

Place of residence Reference: Urban

Town −0.155*** −0.097*** −0.154*** −0.138*** −0.096***
(0.024) (0.023) (0.023) (0.022) (0.022)

Rural −0.265*** −0.179*** −0.256*** −0.235*** −0.172***
(0.022) (0.022) (0.022) (0.021) (0.021)

Winner = 1 0.366*** 0.380*** 0.330*** 0.237*** 0.248***
(0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.018)

Female −0.153*** −0.104***
(0.017) (0.016)

Age −0.009*** −0.008***
(0.001) (0.000)

Education 0.044*** 0.047***
(0.002) (0.002)

Citizenship −0.015 −0.312***
(0.053) (0.052)

Income 
(subjective)

−0.309*** −0.178***

(0.012) (0.012)
Paid work −0.043* −0.004

(0.019) (0.018)
Satisfaction 

education
0.087*** 0.050*** 0.061***

(0.005) (0.005) (0.005)
Satisfaction health 0.085*** 0.045*** 0.042***

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004)
Satisfaction 

economy
0.179*** 0.153***

(0.005) (0.005)
Constant 2.593*** 3.068*** 1.464*** 0.989*** 1.507***

(0.048) (0.093) (0.057) (0.057) (0.095)
Observations 82,101 82,101 82,101 82,101 82,101
Country-rounds 49 49 49 49 49
Country-round 

fixed-effects
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Note: OLS estimation. Standard errors in parentheses.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2023.2261085
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has a significant negative effect on the feeling of external political effi-
cacy. The same happens with being older and having more difficulties to 
face the day to day with one’s current level of income. In contrast, there 
is a statistically significant positive relationship between years of school-
ing and the level of perceived external political efficacy. What is more 
relevant for our purposes, though, is how the impact of being an urban 
or rural dweller changes once sociodemographic differences are accounted 
for. When these variables are included in the model, the gap in political 
efficacy between urban and rural areas shrinks considerably. These 
changes can be better assessed in Figure 1. For example, in the model 
including compositional factors, the difference in efficacy between urban 
and rural areas shrinks from 0.265 points to 0.179 points. This is a sub-
stantively relevant change that amounts to almost a third of the differ-
ence identified between these two areas through the unconditional 
baseline model (Model 1). In fact, if we analyse the effect of each socio-
demographic variable separately, we see that education is, by far, the 
most influential: the gap in the perceived external political efficacy 
between urban and rural dwellers is reduced from 0.244 to 0.157 points.6 
These results are consistent with the idea that differences in perceived 
external efficacy between urban and rural areas are partially linked to 
compositional mechanisms.

Figure 1. P redicted levels of perceived external efficacy by place of residence.
Note: Predicted values with 95% confidence intervals, based on estimates of Table 1.
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We next assess the mechanism related to the provision of public ser-
vices. As shown in Table A2 of the Online appendix, there are statistically 
significant differences in satisfaction with the provision of public services 
between urban and rural inhabitants. Regarding satisfaction with the edu-
cational system, the results go in the opposite direction to our expecta-
tions. That is, controlling for sociodemographic characteristics, both 
residents of towns and rural areas show higher levels of satisfaction than 
urbanites. On the other hand, urbanites are more satisfied with the health 
system than inhabitants of towns and rural areas, although the difference 
is statistically significant only in the latter case. In the case of satisfaction 
with the economy, we find the same statistically significant effect: rural 
inhabitants are more dissatisfied than urban dwellers.

When respondents’ evaluations of the state of healthcare and education 
are included in the models, we find that being more satisfied both with 
the education and health systems is positively related to being more polit-
ically efficacious. What is more important for our purposes, though, is 
that this hypothesised mechanism does not seem to play a role in account-
ing for the gap between rural and urban areas. Model 3 in Table 1 reveals 
that the rural-urban gap in political efficacy slightly decreases in this 
model, although the difference with respect to the unconditional model 
(Model 1) is of trivial magnitude. It does not appear that differences in 
satisfaction with the provision of basic services can explain differences in 
political efficacy between urban and rural dwellers.

In the fourth model, we include the evaluation of the state of the econ-
omy along with the evaluation of public services. This allows us to assess 
if beyond the provision of public services, a better evaluation of the eco-
nomic situation might explain differences in efficacy between cities and 
villages. Being more satisfied with the state of the economy has a signifi-
cant positive effect on the level of perceived external political efficacy. 
However, again, the estimate of the gap in political efficacy between rural 
and urban areas is somewhat reduced when comparing this estimation and 
the baseline model (Model 1), but the magnitude of the change is substan-
tively negligible. Hence, we can conclude that differences in perceived 
external efficacy between urban and rural areas do not seem to be related 
to the different provision of basic public services in each of these areas. 
The last model in Table 1 (Model 5) includes both variables related to 
compositional factors and those related to the evaluation of public ser-
vices. In Table A5 of the Online appendix we include the same models as 
robustness checks without the winner/loser control variable. In this case, 
the gaps remain almost the same, with the coefficients being slightly lower.

The differences in perceived external political efficacy are more pro-
nounced the more nuances are introduced in the measurement of the 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2023.2261085
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2023.2261085
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rural-urban axis. In Table A4 in the Online appendix, we distinguish the 
population of big cities from urban dwellers. To do this, we follow 
Maxwell’s (2019) criterion: based on the regional classification in NUTS 
(Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics) provided by the ESS, we 
consider as inhabitants of an additional category, ‘big cities’, those respon-
dents who live in the most populous metropolitan region of each country 
and who say they reside in a big city. Results indicate that they perceive 
themselves as more efficacious than rural and town dwellers, but also 
than other urban dwellers.

Once examined the mechanisms that might drive the differences in 
efficacy between cities and the countryside, we consider whether coun-
tries’ degree of electoral malapportionment moderates the impact of living 
in a city or in the countryside when it comes to perceived external polit-
ical efficacy (hypothesis 4). The results of the multilevel mixed-effects 
linear model that we fit to test this argument are summarised in Table 2. 
The results of our baseline model (Model 1) when it comes to the differ-
ences in political efficacy between urban and rural areas are very similar 
to those obtained with the OLS specification summarised in Table 1. 
Interestingly, it appears that country’s degree of electoral malapportion-
ment does not have a direct and statistically significant impact on indi-
viduals’ feeling of external political efficacy.

Table 2.  Multilevel mixed-effects linear model.
(1) (2)

Place of residence. Reference: Urban
Town −0.101** −0.179**

(0.025) (0.029)
Rural −0.160** −0.234**

(0.032) (0.044)
Malapportionment 0.149 −0.664

(1.266) (1.381)
Town × Malapportionment 1.894**

(0.646)
Rural × Malapportionment 1.820*

(0.889)
Random effects parameters:
Variance town 0.004* 0.002*

(0.003) (0.002)
Variance rural 0.014** 0.012**

(0.006) (0.005)
Variance constant 0.186** 0.184**

(0.055) (0.055)
Observations 82,101 82,101
Countries 30 30
Country-rounds 49 49
Round fixed-effects √ √
Random-slopes √ √
Controls √ √

Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2023.2261085
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Model 2 of Table 2 summarises the results of the specification includ-
ing a cross-level interaction between the rural-urban residence individual- 
level indicator and electoral malapportionment at the country-level. This 
model, which includes control variables for all the individual-level vari-
ables included in Model 5 of Table 1, reveals that, as expected, countries’ 
degree of electoral malapportionment moderates the gap in perceived 
external political efficacy, at least when it comes to both the differences 
between urban areas and towns, and between urban areas and rural areas.

Figure 2 summarises this cross-level interaction. In countries with low 
or no malapportionment there is a significant and substantively relevant 
difference in perceived external efficacy, both between those living in 
urban areas and towns (left-hand panel) and between those living in 
urban areas and rural ones (right-hand panel). This difference in efficacy 
becomes smaller as levels of malapportionment – and, hence, the overrep-
resentation of rural areas – increase. Indeed, in those countries with the 
highest levels of electoral malapportionment, the differences in political 
efficacy between urban and rural zones are indistinguishable from zero. 
The pattern is similar for the difference between urban areas and towns 
and that between urban areas and rural areas. All in all, these results 
clearly suggest that the overrepresentation of rural areas in decision-making 

Figure 2.  Differences in perceived external efficacy between rural and urban areas at 
different levels of malapportionment (country-level).
Note: Marginal effects with 95% confidence intervals, based on Model 2 of Table 2.
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bodies can ameliorate or even eliminate the gap in political efficacy 
between cities and the countryside.

As a robustness-check, we have carried out additional analyses consid-
ering two other institutional characteristics related to the territorial distri-
bution of power: the degree of decentralisation and bicameralism (see 
Tables A6 and A7 in the Online appendix). None of these variables was 
found to moderate the rural-urban in perceived external political efficacy, 
while malapportionment effect remains practically the same. This could 
be because, although all three are proxies for the territorial distribution of 
power, only malapportionment strictly entails the overrepresentation of 
rural areas.

Conclusion

This article contributes to the recent debate on the rural-urban divide in 
political attitudes and behaviours. Existing research has shown that a gap 
does exist and that, generally, rural dwellers are more dissatisfied and 
more likely to support anti-establishment political options than urbanites 
(e.g. de Dominicis et  al. 2020; Kenny and Luca 2020; Luca et  al. 2022; 
Mitsch et  al. 2021). This has led to the notion that rural inhabitants feel 
left behind by the political elites, who neglect the interests and demands 
of rural areas.

In this article we put this assumption to a comprehensive test by 
exploring whether, why, and under which conditions rural inhabitants 
might feel that the political system is not responsive to their demands. 
This is why we have focused on perceived external political efficacy, since 
this is the attitude that best connects with the roots of rural discontent: 
the inhabitants of the countryside feeling ignored or less listened to. 
Indeed, in line with our first hypothesis, results show that, compared to 
rural inhabitants, urban dwellers have higher levels of external political 
efficacy. That is, they feel that the political system is more permeable and 
responsive to their preferences and demands.

We expected that this rural-urban gap in efficacy would be explained 
by the sociodemographic differences between urban and rural dwellers, as 
well as by differences in the provision of public services in these two 
areas. Our results indicate that the rural-urban divide in perceived exter-
nal political efficacy is partially explained by differences in the sociode-
mographic characteristics of the population of each area. In contrast, we 
do not find empirical support for our third hypothesis, as the gap does 
not seem to be related to differences in the evaluation of public service 
provision – an argument with a strong media presence in some national 
debates about this phenomenon (Nilsson and Lundgren 2019). These 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2023.2261085


20 R. GARCÍA DEL HORNO ET AL.

results about the mechanisms are consistent with recent analysis of the 
rural-urban divide for other attitudes or behaviours, which also find sup-
port for the compositional explanation (Kenny and Luca 2020; Maxwell 
2019; Traunmüller and Ackermann 2019).

Beyond the mechanisms driving this divide, our article has also 
explored how institutions might ameliorate or exacerbate the rural-urban 
gap in external political efficacy. We have focused on malapportionment, 
a key institutional feature that directly impacts on the representation of 
rural interests in legislative bodies. In line with our expectations, the 
rural-urban gap in perceived external political efficacy is moderated by 
electoral malapportionment. Hence, in those political systems in which 
rural areas are overrepresented in national parliaments, the gap in politi-
cal efficacy is narrower.

This study’s contributions are threefold. First, we have placed external 
political efficacy at the centre of our theoretical and empirical models. 
Whereas in most of the existing literature the feeling of not being repre-
sented is an implicit element, in our article we directly tested if it is really 
the case that rural dwellers feel left behind by the political system (see 
also Luukkonen et  al. 2021). We would argue that the rural-urban gap in 
perceived external political efficacy can help us to understand the divide 
in other political attitudes and behaviours (Daoust and Nadeau 2021; 
Mcevoy 2016; Oser et  al. 2023; Sarsfield and Echegaray 2006). Thus, the 
fact that rural inhabitants feel neglected by political elites may contribute 
to explain their lower levels of political trust or satisfaction with democ-
racy, as well as their greater electoral support for anti-establishment 
options through which they can channel their discontent.

Second, we examined the factors behind the attitudinal differences 
between urban and rural areas. Our results confirm the relevance of the 
compositional mechanism and defy the prevailing notion that differences 
in the provision of public services are the reason why rural inhabitants 
feel abandoned by political elites. Third, our study goes beyond these 
mechanisms and studies if institutional frameworks that integrate and give 
more voice to rural areas can ameliorate the perceived external efficacy 
gap. This clearly seems to be the case, which suggests that initiatives that 
increase the formal representation of rural interests in institutions might 
be a good tool to counteract the increasing political dissatisfaction from 
these areas.

In order to understand which institutional reforms may be more effec-
tive, it would be useful to further analyse the role played by other con-
textual factors, such as the size of electoral districts or the involvement of 
different levels of government in decision-making. Future research could 
also analyse and test the mechanisms that we propose in our theoretical 
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framework to explain how malapportionment may reduce the rural-urban 
external efficacy gap. Likewise, it would be interesting to know if this gap 
exists at all levels of government. This line of research would also connect 
with the debate on the role of the regions and to what extent rural polit-
ical discontent and that of peripheral regions are related (De Lange 
et  al. 2023).

Despite our findings, other relevant contextual factors remain to be 
identified. This is undoubtedly a key issue to address in this literature 
strand. Another relevant limitation of our study has to do with the anal-
ysis of the evaluation of public services. It would be interesting to exam-
ine it with survey measures that gauge the evaluation of services at the 
local level or that involve a comparison with other areas (e.g. between 
urban and rural areas). Another relevant option would be to study both 
satisfaction with the provision of services and other indicators of living 
standards, such as economic growth or depopulation, that shed light on 
interpersonal and interterritorial inequalities (Rodríguez-Pose 2018) in 
time perspective. Political discontent may be greater in areas that have 
perceived a drop in quality of life than in those where the situation has 
always been just as bad (Rodríguez-Pose 2018), since rural resentment is 
related to the evocation of a better past (Cramer 2016). In any case, due 
to increased mobility and communication flows, comparisons with more 
prosperous areas and feelings of grievance are inevitable, so it seems clear 
that reforms are necessary – at the level of inputs (involvement in 
decision-making) and outputs (improved quality of life) – to reward 
rural areas.

The direction of causality is also a limitation of this research, especially 
when it comes to the two explanatory mechanisms. First, the place of 
residence can be chosen precisely based on sociodemographic character-
istics due to the self-selection mechanism. Second, it may also be that 
perceived efficacy influences service satisfaction. Thus, in future research 
it would be advisable to have panel data, experimental data or objective 
data on the provision of services, which could help to overcome these 
problems.

Notes

	 1.	 We limit our analyses to those countries that participated in at least one of 
the two rounds and can be classified as democratic: Austria, Belgium, 
Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czechia, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, 
Germany, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Montenegro, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Serbia, Slovakia, 
Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom.
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	 2.	 These questions, with the same formulation and the same response scale, 
are only available in waves 8 and 9 of the ESS. It is for this reason that this 
research does not include previous rounds.

	 3.	 For details on the variants of this formula in multi-tier electoral systems, 
see Samuels and Snyder (2001).

	 4.	 In any case, in Table A5 in the Online appendix, we replicate our analyses 
without this control variable, as a robustness check.

	 5.	 All our models include analyses weights, as recommended by the ESS.
	 6.	 Table A3 in the Online appendix shows the separate effects of each of the 

sociodemographic characteristics on the rural-urban gap in perceived exter-
nal political efficacy.
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