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Abstract

Large cities are cosmopolitan environments where people embrace inter-

national connections whereas small towns, villages, and the countryside 

are more likely to prioritize the maintenance of national traditions. These 

geographic divides are at the center of contemporary politics but we do 

not know why they exist. One possibility is that cities make people more 

cosmopolitan while smaller areas make people less cosmopolitan. However, 

credibly measuring geographic effects is difficult because people sort across 

geography in ways that are correlated with political attitudes. I address 

these methodological challenges with longitudinal data from the Swiss 

Household Panel. My central result is that evidence of contextual effects 

is limited and unlikely to account for the broad geographic divides. Instead, 

sorting is likely to be the most important explanation for spatial polarization 

over cosmopolitanism. These findings have several implications for our 

understanding of geographic divides.
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Introduction

Debates over cosmopolitanism are at the center of political conflict across 

Europe and North America (de Wilde et al., 2019; Kriesi et al., 2012). The 

core tenet of cosmopolitanism is that humans are one community (Beck & 

Grande, 2007). Cosmopolitans are open to transnational connections and sup-

port immigration, multiculturalism, and robust international institutions. Anti-

cosmopolitans oppose that agenda and advocate for national sovereignty and 

the maintenance of historical national traditions. This divide over how to 

engage the world beyond nation-state borders is so intense that it may become 

the new cleavage structuring political party competition across Europe and 

North America (De Vries, 2018; Hooghe & Marks, 2018).1

One reason for the deep conflict over cosmopolitanism is its overlap with 

geographic divides (Alba & Foner, 2017; Hochschild, 2016). Cosmopolitan 

orientations are most present in large cities and anti-cosmopolitanism is 

strongest in small towns, villages, and the countryside (Cramer, 2016; Lichter 

& Ziliak, 2017). This urban–rural split over cosmopolitanism may lead to 

segregated societies where the two sides have little prospect for compromise 

(Hetherington & Weiler, 2018; Jennings & Stoker, 2016; Rodden, 2019).

Geographic polarization over cosmopolitanism is well-documented but 

scholars are still exploring why those geographic divides exist. Research sug-

gests that sorting is one important explanation for geographic polarization, 

and it can operate in several ways. One type of sorting is based on macroeco-

nomic demographic trends. Recent economic developments in Europe have 

concentrated high-skilled high-wage jobs—and as a result highly educated 

professionals—in large cities (Cunningham & Savage, 2017; Oberti & 

Préteceille, 2016). This matters for cosmopolitanism divides because highly 

educated professionals are more likely than people with less education and 

manual occupations to have cosmopolitan pro-immigration and pro–Euro-

pean Union (EU) preferences (Cavaillé & Marshall, 2019; Hainmueller & 

Hopkins, 2014; Kunst et al., 2020). Therefore, even though highly educated 

professionals are generally cosmopolitan regardless of where they live 

(Bornschier et al., 2019; Igarashi & Saito, 2014; Maxwell, 2019), geo-

graphic sorting of educational and occupational groups leads to immigration 

and EU attitudes being more positive in large European cities. Another way 

in which sorting may operate is if people choose to move to geographic areas 

that match their cultural and political preferences (Favell, 2008; Florida, 

2005; Tam Cho et al., 2013), although there is an ongoing debate about the 

extent of this dynamic (Martin & Webster, 2020; Mummolo & Nall, 2017).

In this article, I explore an alternate explanation for geographic divides: 

contextual effects. The logic of contextual effects is that geographic contexts 
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shape political attitudes (Ethington & McDaniel, 2007). I do not contest the 

existence of geographic sorting, which has robust support in existing studies. 

Yet, if there is evidence of contextual effects, that would enrich our under-

standing of geographic divides and point to different strategies for reducing 

geographic polarization. Sorting suggests that geographic divides are a sec-

ond-order manifestation of deeper polarization on other dimensions. In con-

trast, contextual effects suggest that something about place is essential for 

understanding cosmopolitan attitudes.

When estimating contextual effects, the key methodological challenge is 

the fact that people are not randomly distributed across space (Gallego et al., 

2016; Kaufmann & Harris, 2015). One might be tempted to gauge the impor-

tance of context by analyzing whether cosmopolitan attitudes vary across 

geography. However, individuals select where to live and attitudinal variation 

across space may reflect the types of people who choose to live in different 

environments as opposed to the effect of geography on attitudes. This is a 

very difficult problem that is impossible to solve without random (or exoge-

nous) assignment to different geographic contexts. In this article, I minimize 

concerns about sorting by leveraging longitudinal data from the Swiss 

Household Panel (SHP) merged with contextual data on respondents’ munic-

ipal-level environment. This allows me to observe residential trajectories 

over time and account for sorting processes in my statistical analysis. I focus 

the bulk of my analysis on attitudinal changes within individuals, as they 

move from one geographic context to another or as their local context changes 

its character.

The main result is that I do not find evidence that contextual effects can 

account for broad geographic divides over cosmopolitanism in Switzerland. 

There is no evidence that moving to large cities makes people more cosmo-

politan or that moving to smaller towns or the countryside makes people 

more anti-cosmopolitan. There is also no evidence that over time, changes in 

municipality demographics can account for broad geographic divides over 

cosmopolitanism.2 I find limited evidence that spending one’s entire life in 

larger as opposed to smaller municipalities is associated with more cosmo-

politan attitudes. However, these results should not be overinterpreted 

because—unlike the other two sets of analyses—they rely on cross-sectional 

models that make it more difficult to account for sorting. In addition, the 

subset of respondents who spend their entire lives in the same municipality is 

very small and there are similar geographic divides among movers.

My findings have several implications for our understanding of contem-

porary political geography. First, the limited evidence of contextual effects is 

consistent with recent research suggesting that sorting mechanisms are the 

key to understanding broad geographic polarization (Gallego et al., 2016; 
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Maxwell, 2019). Any effort to bridge urban–rural divides will likely need to 

account for the macrohistorical factors that create uneven economic opportu-

nities across space and cluster highly educated professionals in large cities. In 

addition, bridging urban–rural divides will require addressing the cultural 

factors that can lead people with different political preferences to cluster in 

different places (Bishop, 2008; Florida, 2005).

Yet, my findings should not be interpreted as evidence that contextual 

effects are irrelevant. I find limited evidence that growing foreign populations 

may make people more anti-immigration and that spending one’s whole life in 

larger municipalities may make people more cosmopolitan. Neither dynamic 

can account for the broad geographic divide over cosmopolitanism, but both 

are consistent with recent research arguing that contextual effects are often 

limited in scope and conditional on specific factors (Larsen et al., 2019). My 

findings build on this research and suggest that municipal-level contexts can 

affect cosmopolitan attitudes but are perhaps best considered a minor factor in 

the overall landscape of geographic polarization. Future research can further 

explore the nuances of how these effects operate.

Geographic divides over cosmopolitanism are likely to remain salient 

across Western Europe and North America (Gimpel et al., 2020; Guilluy, 

2014; Rodríguez-Pose, 2018). The key implication of this article is that geog-

raphy in and of itself is not likely to be the main cause of that divide.

Hypotheses About Context and Cosmopolitanism

The basic claim of contextual effects is that the experience of living in a spe-

cific geographic context should shape political attitudes (Ethington & 

McDaniel, 2007; Fitzgerald, 2018; Johnston & Pattie, 2006). This may oper-

ate in several ways for cosmopolitan orientations. One is that people in larger 

municipalities are more likely to share public space (e.g., public transporta-

tion, parks, and shops) with a larger and more diverse set of people (Huckfeldt, 

1986; Parker, 2015). Being forced to share space may lead people to develop 

understanding and tolerance for cultural difference (Wessendorf, 2014; Wood 

& Landry, 2008).

In addition, larger municipalities have greater demographic and economic 

churn. People in large cities are more likely to move and not remain in the 

same residence for their entire lifetime. Businesses in large cities are more 

likely to change over time or close (Parker, 2015). Exposure to these fluctua-

tions may make urban residents more comfortable with change and less likely 

to sacralize traditional culture (Deutschmann et al., 2018; Recchi, 2015).

Finally, larger municipalities tend to have more foreign residents and there 

is a long tradition of research on how exposure to different national origins, 
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races, or religions can promote tolerance and cosmopolitan attitudes (Allport, 

1954; Kaufmann & Harris, 2015; van Heerdin & Ruedin, 2019). There is also 

a long tradition of research on how exposure to different groups can generate 

threat and negative attitudes (Blalock, 1967; Dancygier, 2010; Enos, 2017). 

However, threatening ramifications of exposure to foreign residents are 

unlikely to explain urban–rural variation in cosmopolitanism, because there 

are more immigrants in large Swiss cities and more cosmopolitan attitudes in 

those cities.3 Instead, it is more likely that exposure to foreign residents gen-

erates positive attitudes because of meaningful relationships or casual public 

encounters (Mo & Conn, 2018; Paluck et al., 2019; Pettigrew & Tropp, 

2006).

An ideal test of contextual effects would analyze cosmopolitanism among 

people who had been randomly assigned to different geographic areas. 

However, the geographic sorting processes mentioned earlier make that ideal 

test impossible.4 In this article, I analyze the general Swiss population using 

longitudinal data that allow me to account for sorting and test three hypoth-

eses about how contextual effects may operate.

The first hypothesis builds on the insight that moving to a new geographic 

location exposes people to new contextual influences (Nisic & Petermann, 

2013). This suggests that changes over time can be leveraged to identify the 

effects of living in specific places. However, attitudes may change over time 

for many reasons unrelated to the new geographic context. Therefore, the key 

to this approach is a comparison of time trends for movers relative to non-

movers (Lancee & Schaeffer, 2015).5 If the effect of moving could account 

for geographic polarization over cosmopolitanism, then attitudinal time 

trends for movers should become more cosmopolitan (relative to nonmovers) 

after moving to larger communes. Similarly, attitudinal time trends for mov-

ers should become less cosmopolitan (relative to nonmovers) after moving to 

smaller communes.

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Movers become more/less cosmopolitan (relative to 

nonmovers) after moving to larger/smaller municipalities.

A second approach to contextual effects examines how attitudes change as 

the geographic context changes over time. This approach has become stan-

dard for research on contextual effects, because it targets and exploits varia-

tion in the specific aspects of geography that should matter most (Dinesen 

et al., 2020). For cosmopolitanism, a key aspect of geography that varies over 

time is size of the foreign population. As mentioned earlier, there is a long 

tradition of research on how exposure to different groups can promote cos-

mopolitan attitudes. Moreover, there is a growing body of research in Europe 
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documenting cases where local-level increases in the foreign-born population 

are associated with more positive attitudes about immigration (van Heerdin 

& Ruedin, 2019; Weber, 2019). If the growth in foreign residents could 

account for geographic polarization over cosmopolitanism, then attitudes 

should become more cosmopolitan among individuals who experience 

greater increases in the local foreign population.6

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Living in municipalities where the foreign population 

gets larger over time makes people more cosmopolitan.

The third hypothesis departs from the insight that people who move sev-

eral times are likely to accumulate a series of contextual influences that may 

be difficult to disentangle (Recchi, 2015). It might be possible to trace the 

effects of multiple moves with data that measured cosmopolitan attitudes and 

geographic context throughout the life course, but unfortunately those data 

are not available in the SHP. Yet, the SHP does have data on the length of resi-

dence, which allows me to identify people who have lived their entire lives in 

one municipality. This provides a focused and clean measure of the geo-

graphic treatment, because each respondent has effectively only been exposed 

to one type of geographic context. Moreover, tracing the childhood environ-

ment to the adult environment builds on extensive research about the impor-

tance of long-term political socialization that begins early in life (Sapiro, 

2004).7

Admittedly, some aspects of the municipal environment are likely to 

change over time (e.g., percent foreign residents as explored by H2). I focus 

on variation between smaller and larger municipalities, which is a difference 

that is relatively constant over time. This generates the hypothesis that people 

who spend their entire lives in larger municipalities should be more cosmo-

politan than people who spend their entire lives in smaller municipalities.

Hypothesis 3 (H3): People are more/less cosmopolitan if they spend their 

entire life in larger/smaller municipalities.

Data and Measures

The longitudinal nature of the SHP is useful because it allows me to observe 

whether cosmopolitan attitudes change as people move or as the composition 

of local geographic contexts change over time. One challenge with longitudinal 

data is how to handle nonrandom attrition from the panel. In particular, respon-

dents who are young, male, foreign-born, socially and economically marginal-

ized, or who move residence have a greater risk of leaving panel studies 
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(Rothenbühler & Voorpostel, 2016; Voorpostel & Lipps, 2011). Supplemental 

Appendix B provides a detailed discussion of how this might affect my analy-

sis, but it is not clear that it should threaten the main findings.

The SHP began in 1999 and conducts annual face-to-face interviews.8 

New respondents were added in 2004 and 2013 to address attrition. I use the 

19 SHP waves available at the time of analysis (1999–2017). All analyses use 

SHP weights that account for stratification and clustering and adjust for non-

random patterns of attrition (Antal & Rothenbühler, 2015). More details on 

the SHP data are in the supplemental appendix.

Cosmopolitanism is the belief that all humans are part of the same com-

munity and should not be divided on the basis of class, race, religion, nation, 

or other social boundaries (Beck & Grande, 2007). There are multiple dimen-

sions of cosmopolitanism, including identity, cultural values, consumption, 

policy preferences, and political attitudes (Pichler, 2009). A comprehensive 

investigation of cosmopolitanism would include indicators for all dimensions 

but such wide-ranging measures are not available in the SHP. I focus on cos-

mopolitan political attitudes, which are at the center of political debates in 

Switzerland and elsewhere in Europe and North America, and for which there 

are multiple measures in the SHP.

The first cosmopolitan item is immigration attitudes. This taps into beliefs 

about how open or closed society should be to humanity and has been one of 

the most contested issues in European politics in recent years (Clarke et al., 

2017). The immigration attitude question in the SHP is about opinions on 

chances for foreigners in Swiss society.9 This is an unconventional measure 

compared with standard items about immigration policy or views on immi-

grant integration. However, it is the only relevant item available in the SHP 

and it directly captures attitudes about the salience of the conational/foreigner 

boundary, which is a central aspect of cosmopolitanism debates.

The second item is attitudes toward European unification. Switzerland is 

one of the few West European countries that is not part of the EU, but the 

extent and the form of European integration is a major issue across all 

European countries. Moreover, the extent to which people are willing to look 

beyond national boundaries and connect with international communities like 

the EU is a core aspect of cosmopolitanism (Beck & Grande, 2007). The SHP 

item is a straightforward question about whether Switzerland should join the 

EU.10

The third measure of cosmopolitanism is support for Radical Right–wing 

parties.11 This measure is not as precise as the previous two measures because 

there are many reasons that one might vote for a Radical Right party, includ-

ing immigration and EU preferences. Radical Right policy positions also 

vary across parties and have evolved over the years (most notably a leftward 
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drift on economic issues). Yet, the consistent core appeal of Radical Right 

parties has been support for greater national sovereignty and a rejection of 

globalization and cosmopolitan values.12 I use an item that asks which party 

respondents would vote for if there were an election tomorrow. I code support 

for Radical Right parties as “1” and all other responses (including “would not 

vote”) as “0.”

Three cosmopolitan items provide a broad multifaceted perspective on 

contemporary European divides and are more reliable than analysis based on 

only one cosmopolitanism measure. It is important to note that each measure 

is binary, which limits the possible variation in how cosmopolitanism is 

expressed. More sensitive measures (with more response categories) would 

make it easier to detect subtle attitude changes over time. Yet, one advantage 

to binary measures is that they are stricter tests of cosmopolitanism. Binary 

measures conceptualize the relevant preference as either present or not.

An ideal study might analyze multiple types of cosmopolitan measures 

(both binary and more fine-grained), but I am limited by what is available in 

the SHP. The immigration and EU support questions include three response 

categories, so there is potential for more nuance than binary measures. Yet, in 

each case, the middle response category valence is ambiguous. Therefore, in 

my main analyses, I opt for the conservative approach of splitting each ques-

tion into two clear binary variables. As a robustness check, I use a more fine-

grained measure of cosmopolitanism by creating an additive index of the full 

immigration, EU, and Radical Right measures.13 Results for the cosmopoli-

tan index are discussed below and are consistent with the binary measures.

I measure geographic residence by merging census data on municipal pop-

ulation. This provides a continuous measure from the smallest (Calonico—58 

people) to the largest municipal (Zurich—ranging from 337,900 to 409,241 

people across panel waves). Population size is not the only way of measuring 

geographic divides. For additional analyses, I use government codes that clas-

sify municipalities into different urban, suburban, or rural categories. I do not 

start with these codes because they coarsen the data and impose categories that 

do not necessarily reflect how cosmopolitan divides operate in Switzerland. 

Instead, the main analyses use the more fine-grained measure of municipality 

population size.

I limit my analysis to respondents born in Switzerland and who have 

Swiss citizenship. The core cosmopolitan debate is the extent to which soci-

ety should be open to international influences, including immigrants. 

Immigrants and noncitizens generally have more cosmopolitan views than 

native citizens and are not as geographically polarized as native citizens.14 

Limiting my analysis to respondents born in Switzerland provides a sample 

of 113,483 person-year observations and 7,937 respondents. SHP questions 
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about immigration and EU attitudes are asked in Waves 1999–2009, 2011, 

2014, and 2017. Questions about party support are asked every wave.

Urban–Rural Divides: The Swiss Case

The extent of urban–rural polarization in Switzerland is similar to many other 

West European countries. Supplemental Appendix Figures A1 to A4 plot dif-

ferences between the largest city and the countryside on immigration atti-

tudes, views on the EU, and support for Radical Right wing parties in 13 West 

European countries. On each measure, the urban–rural gap for Switzerland is 

within a few percentage points of most other countries. This suggests that 

Swiss urban–rural divides over cosmopolitanism are similar in size to those 

of other West European countries.15

The structural dynamics underlying urban–rural divides over cosmopoli-

tanism are also similar in Switzerland to elsewhere in Western Europe. Large 

Swiss metropolitan areas have experienced macroeconomic trends that con-

centrate highly skilled service sector employment and highly educated (cos-

mopolitan) professionals in the large cities. In addition, larger Swiss cities 

have more foreign residents and global connections than small villages and 

the countryside (Kübler et al., 2013).16 As a relatively small country that 

depends on international trade, economic globalization is less controversial 

in Switzerland than in some other European countries. Yet there are strong 

cultural and political divides across social classes and geography, which mir-

ror the dynamics elsewhere in Europe (Koseki, 2018).

It is beyond the scope of this article to analyze cross-national differences 

in contextual effects. However, Swiss residential mobility is in the middle of 

the range for Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development 

(OECD) countries (Sánchez & Andrews, 2011). This suggests that the likeli-

hood of mobility (H1) and the likelihood of residential stability (H3) are 

roughly average relative to other countries in Europe and North America. In 

addition, the growth of the foreign population in Switzerland (H2) is the mid-

dle of the range for European countries (Eurostat 2015; Nguyen, 2017).

A distinctive aspect of Switzerland is the multiple prominent geographic 

divides. Historically, Switzerland has been geographically divided by reli-

gion (Catholic and Protestant) and language (German, French, Italian, and 

Romansh; Kriesi & Trechsel, 2008; Linder, 2010). However, the urban–rural 

rural divide is now prominent as well (Jaberg, 2012). For an overview of how 

Swiss urban–rural divides have evolved over time, Supplemental Appendix 

Figures A5 to A7 plot differences between the smallest and largest munici-

palities on immigration and EU attitudes and Radical Right support across 

each year of the 19-year SHP panel. The results indicate that geographic 
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divides in Switzerland have been prominent throughout the past two decades 

and in the case of immigration attitudes may even be getting stronger over 

time.17 In short, geographic divides over cosmopolitanism in Switzerland 

share many common dynamics with other European countries.

Results: Geographic Divides

Figure 1 provides an overview of cosmopolitan attitudes across geography in 

the SHP. The results plot the percentage of respondents who hold anti-cosmo-

politan attitudes across municipal population deciles.18 For each indicator, 

Figure 1. Anti-cosmopolitan attitudes across geography.
Source. Swiss Household Panel 1999–2017.
Percentage of Swiss citizens born in Switzerland in each municipal population decile who hold 
the respective anti-cosmopolitan attitude. EU = European Union.
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respondents are more anti-cosmopolitan in smaller as opposed to larger 

municipalities. Attitudes are fairly constant across the seven smallest popula-

tion deciles and then become more cosmopolitan in the top three population 

deciles. This is consistent with recent research suggesting that large cities are 

the pro-cosmopolitan outliers across Europe (Maxwell, 2019).

The majority of Swiss respondents lean cosmopolitan on the “better 

opportunities for Swiss citizens” and “support for Radical Right” items. In 

comparison, the majority of respondents hold anti-cosmopolitan anti-EU atti-

tudes. This suggests mixed preferences on the broader question of how cos-

mopolitan Swiss society should be. Nonetheless, for each item, there is a 

difference of roughly 10 percentage points from the smallest to the largest 

population decile, which are sizable geographic gaps.

Do Attitudes Change After Moving?

H1 predicts that contextual effects on cosmopolitan attitudes should be 

observable among people who move to different geographic areas. I test this 

hypothesis by exploiting the panel structure of the SHP and examining cos-

mopolitan attitudes before and after respondents move to municipalities with 

larger or smaller populations (i.e., before and after receiving the contextual 

“treatment”). I compare the attitudinal time trend of people who move to 

larger or smaller municipalities with the attitudinal time trend of people who 

do not move to larger or smaller municipalities (the “control group”). This 

approach accounts for the fact that attitudes may change over time for rea-

sons unrelated to moving.19

I compare time trends by estimating linear regressions with person fixed 

effects.20 There are three key covariates. One is a bivariate measure of whether 

respondents moved to a municipality with a larger or smaller population size 

since the previous survey wave. This captures whether the attitude change 

from one wave to the next is different for people who change municipality as 

opposed to those who do not. There are 2,222 Swiss-born Swiss citizen 

respondents who move to a larger municipality and 1,612 who move to smaller 

municipalities, which are subsets large enough for reliable analysis.21

The second key covariate is a categorical variable for the years prior to 

moving to larger/smaller municipalities. This captures whether the attitude 

change over several time intervals is different for people who will move to 

larger/smaller municipalities as opposed to those who will not move. The 

final covariate of interest is a categorical variable for years after moving to 

larger/smaller municipalities. This captures whether the attitude change over 

several time intervals is different for people who have moved to larger/

smaller municipalities as opposed to those who have not moved. If moving to 
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larger/smaller communes has a causal effect on cosmopolitan attitudes, we 

would expect the coefficients to be zero prior to the move (in line with the 

parallel trend assumption) and deviate from zero after the move.

SHP respondents who move to larger municipalities are more cosmopoli-

tan prior to their move than respondents who never move to larger munici-

palities, which is consistent with the logic of sorting.22 However, SHP 

respondents who move to smaller municipalities are also more cosmopolitan 

prior to their move than respondents who never move to smaller municipali-

ties. In addition, respondents who move to smaller municipalities have mean 

cosmopolitan attitudes similar to those of respondents who move to larger 

municipalities. This cosmopolitan bent among people who move to smaller 

municipalities likely reflects the fact that people with enough resources to 

move tend to have higher socioeconomic status and pro-cosmopolitan orien-

tations (Recchi, 2015). Yet, this is not consistent with the logic of sorting, 

which predicts that anti-cosmopolitan people should move to smaller munici-

palities. Yet, if smaller municipalities make these people become more anti-

cosmopolitan after their move, that would be consistent with the logic of 

contextual effects.

Figure 2 presents results for the three anti-cosmopolitan measures and 

provides no evidence of contextual effects.23 The coefficients for time since 

moving in the “Better opportunities for Swiss” are clustered around zero and 

are not statistically significant at p < .05. For EU attitudes and support for the 

Radical Right, there is suggestive evidence that attitudes may get more anti-

cosmopolitan after moving to smaller municipalities, which would be consis-

tent with H1. However, in both cases, respondents who move to smaller 

municipalities already exhibit a more negative time trend for EU attitudes 

prior to their move. In short, there is no evidence in Figure 2 that moving to 

larger or smaller municipalities changes cosmopolitan attitudes.

The models in Figure 2 test whether the general process of moving affects 

attitudes, but movers are not a random subset of the population. People who 

move may already be aware of the local culture in their destination, which 

could limit the likelihood that cosmopolitan attitudes would change after 

moving. It is not possible to randomly assign people to new municipalities 

across Switzerland, but given the existing data I can address this selection 

issue by examining whether moving only affects people from dramatically 

different environments.

For example, moving may only change attitudes when the new municipal-

ity is dramatically larger or smaller than the previous municipality (i.e., when 

the population size “treatment” is stronger). I explore this possibility by esti-

mating attitudinal time trend models only for movers in the top and bottom 

quartile of municipality population differentials.24 These results are in 
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Supplemental Appendix Tables C2 and C3, and for the most part, the coeffi-

cients are clustered around zero and provide no evidence of contextual effects 

on cosmopolitan attitudes.

Another possibility is that moving only affects cosmopolitanism if the new 

municipality is an extreme case. To test this possibility, I use SHP codes for 

Figure 2. Anti-cosmopolitan attitude time trends.
Source. Swiss Household Panel 1999–2017.
The y axis plots coefficients (surrounded by 95% confidence intervals) from linear regression 
models with person fixed effects for the difference in attitudes between people who move 
to municipalities with a larger/smaller population and those who do not. Positive/negative 
coefficients indicate a more positive/negative answer to the survey item for movers as 
opposed to not-movers. The x axis is the amount of time before and after the move. “0” is 
the period the move occurred. Negative/positive numbers are the periods before/after the 
move. Weighted models include additional controls for any household move, year, and region. 
Swiss citizens born in Switzerland. Results are presented for years with at least 100 movers in 
the model. EU = European Union.
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different types of municipalities to distinguish between “great urban centers” 

(the most cosmopolitan) and rural municipalities (the least cosmopolitan).25 

These results are in Supplemental Appendix Tables C4 and C5 and provide no 

evidence of contextual effects on cosmopolitan attitudes. Some rural munici-

palities are near large urban centers and may function as part of the broader 

metropolitan area. Therefore, I examine whether attitudes become more anti-

cosmopolitan after moving only to the rural communes that are in cantons 

without large urban centers. The results are in Supplemental Appendix Table 

C6 and provide no evidence of contextual effects.

My primary measures of cosmopolitanism are dichotomous, which may 

make it difficult to observe subtle attitude changes after moving. Supplemental 

Appendix Table C7 presents results from time trend analyses using the more 

fine-grained anti-cosmopolitan index. Supplemental Appendix Table C7 

presents results for moving to larger/smaller municipalities, larger/smaller 

municipalities in the largest quartile of population differential, and large 

urban centers/rural areas. In none of the models is there any evidence that 

moving affects cosmopolitan attitudes.

Finally, the effects of moving may depend on the type of person who 

moves. Research suggests that higher socioeconomic–status individuals ben-

efit from cosmopolitan globalization while lower socioeconomic–status indi-

viduals are more likely to feel threatened (Hobolt & de Vries, 2016; Igarashi 

& Saito, 2014). To the extent that this is true, the pro-cosmopolitan effects of 

moving to larger municipalities may be limited to higher socioeconomic sta-

tus respondents while the anti-cosmopolitan effects of moving to smaller 

municipalities may be limited to lower socioeconomic respondents. In addi-

tion, the effects of moving may be most pronounced among younger indi-

viduals who are in a more impressionable age.

Supplemental Appendix Tables C8 to C14 present time trend analyses for 

different socioeconomic subsets. Supplemental Appendix Tables C15 and 

C16 present time trend analyses among the youngest quartile of respondents. 

In none of the tables is there any evidence that moving affects cosmopolitan 

attitudes. In short, a series of alternate specifications finds no evidence that 

moving to municipalities of a different size affects cosmopolitan attitudes.

What Happens When Municipalities Change Over 

Time?

The second line of inquiry focuses on change over time in one of the key 

contextual factors that should affect cosmopolitan attitudes: size of the for-

eign population.26 Figure 3 presents average changes in the foreign popula-

tion over time. Results indicate that the foreign population increases faster in 
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larger municipalities. This is consistent with the logic of H2 because if expo-

sure to foreign people causes the Swiss to become more cosmopolitan, the 

more rapid growth of the foreign population in larger municipalities might 

account for the higher levels of cosmopolitanism in those municipalities.

To test H2, I regress cosmopolitan attitudes on the local percentage of 

foreign residents and use person fixed effects to estimate the importance of 

within-person changes in municipal characteristics over time. This is prefer-

able to estimating models that compare cosmopolitan attitudes across respon-

dents living in municipalities where the foreign percentage of the population 

changes at different rates. Analyzing variation across respondents confounds 

Figure 3. Changes in the foreign population across municipalities.
Source. Swiss Household Panel 1999–2017.
The mean change (with 95% confidence intervals) in the foreign percentage of the municipal 
population. Results are presented across population deciles (x axis) and for different time 
intervals.
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variation over time and variation across individuals. This is a problem 

because cosmopolitan individuals self-select into the larger cities where for-

eign population growth is the fastest (as seen in Figure 3). That variation 

across individuals is largely driven by selection and should not be interpreted 

as the result of contextual effects changing attitudes. Instead, my within-per-

son analysis is a more appropriate strategy for identifying the effect of chang-

ing municipal characteristics on cosmopolitanism.

Table 1 presents results from models that regress anti-cosmopolitan atti-

tudes on the size of the foreign population. Table 1 presents results for year-

to-year changes in the foreign population and year-to-year changes in the rate 

of change of the foreign population.27 There is no evidence that foreign popu-

lation growth is associated with more cosmopolitan attitudes.28 Instead, 

Model 1 in Table 1 suggests that immigration attitudes become less cosmo-

politan as the foreign population grows. These results are consistent with 

findings from previous research which finds that exposure to outgroups can 

generate negative attitudes (Dinesen et al., 2020; Kaufmann & Goodwin, 

2018). However, the effect sizes are small. For an average year-to-year 

change in the foreign population (0.23 percentage points), the coefficient in 

Model 1 suggests an increase of 0.0005 points in the likelihood of supporting 

better opportunities for Swiss citizens. Moreover, this runs counter to the 

Table 1. Anti-Cosmopolitan Attitudes and Changing Foreign Population.

Year-to-year change Year-to-year rate of change

 Pro Swiss No EU
Radical 
Right Pro Swiss No EU

Radical 
Right

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Foreign 
percentage

0.002** 0.000 0.000 −0.002 0.001 0.000

 (0.001) (0.001) (0.000) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Observations 53,723 52,598 83,856 47,981 46,964 77,129

Respondents 9,221 9,189 10,953 8,954 8,916 10,690

Overall R2 .001 .096 .006 .002 .088 .002

Linear regression models with person fixed effects and controls for year, region,and municipal 
population. Models restricted to Swiss citizens born in Switzerland who did not move. 
“Foreign percentage” is the share of the population that is foreign-born. Models 1 to 3 
estimate the effect of year-to-year changes in the foreign percentage of the local population. 
Models 4 to 6 estimate the effect of the rate of year-to-year changes in the foreign 
population. EU = European Union.
**p < .01.
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predictions of H2 and is unlikely to account for geographic variation in immi-

gration attitudes. Immigration attitudes are most positive in the largest cities, 

where the foreign population increases the fastest.

Table 1 examines year-to-year changes but foreign population growth 

may require longer time horizons to affect cosmopolitanism. Supplemental 

Appendix Table D2 presents results from models that regress each cosmo-

politanism measure on rates of foreign population change over 2-, 3-, 4-, and 

5-year intervals.29 These additional models provide no evidence that growth 

in the foreign population is associated with more cosmopolitan attitudes.30

The effect of foreign population growth may be stronger in specific types 

of municipalities. For example, foreign population growth might yield the 

biggest influence on cosmopolitanism in the larger municipalities where for-

eign growth is the most dramatic. Alternatively, foreign population growth 

might have greater effects on cosmopolitanism in rural areas. Rural munici-

palities have fewer foreign residents and lower levels of cosmopolitanism, so 

the effect of foreign population growth might be more distinctive in such 

settings. Supplemental Appendix Table D3 explores these possibilities with a 

series of models that regress each cosmopolitanism measure on foreign popu-

lation in large urban centers, urban centers, and rural areas. The results in 

Supplemental Appendix Table D3 provide no evidence that growth in the 

foreign population is associated with more cosmopolitan attitudes.

Increasing percentages of foreign residents might matter most in high-

density municipalities because those environments are more likely to expose 

native Swiss to the new foreign residents. Supplemental Appendix Table D4 

regresses each cosmopolitanism measure on foreign population only among 

respondents in municipalities in the highest quartile of population density. 

The results provide no evidence that growth in the foreign population is asso-

ciated with more cosmopolitan attitudes.

Another possibility is that the effect of foreign population growth is con-

ditional on economic factors. Research suggests that immigration is most 

likely to be perceived as a threat when natives face economic difficulties 

(Dancygier, 2010; Dancygier & Walter, 2015). Therefore, the effects of for-

eign population growth may vary according to socioeconomic status. High 

socioeconomic status respondents may be open to the pro-cosmopolitan 

effects of foreign population growth whereas low socioeconomic status 

respondents may feel threatened and become less cosmopolitan. Supplemental 

Appendix Tables D5 and D6 present models that regress cosmopolitanism on 

foreign population growth among different (educational and occupational) 

subsets of high and low socioeconomic status respondents. There is no evi-

dence that growth in the foreign population affects cosmopolitanism in any 

direction for any subgroup.
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The municipal economic context may also be an important conditioning 

factor for when and how local foreign population growth affects cosmopoli-

tanism. Supplemental Appendix Tables D7 to D9 examine the potential 

effects of foreign population growth across municipalities with different 

sectoral compositions. Supplemental Appendix Table D10 examines munic-

ipalities with different levels of local residents receiving social welfare. 

Supplemental Appendix Table D11 examines municipalities with different 

levels of local unemployment. There is a more detailed description of the 

expectations for these models and their results in Supplemental Appendix D. 

However, the main result across all of the analyses is no evidence that a 

growth in the local foreign population is associated with more cosmopolitan 

attitudes.

Supplemental Appendix Table D12 presents analyses using the more 

fine-grained anti-cosmopolitan index. Echoing the results from Table 1, 

there is evidence that growing foreign populations may be associated with 

more anti-cosmopolitan attitudes. Yet, this runs counter to the predictions of 

H2 and is unlikely to account for geographic variation in cosmopolitanism.31 

Supplemental Appendix Table D12 also explores whether the relationship 

between foreign population and cosmopolitanism may take nonlinear forms. 

Models include a measure of foreign population squared, but there is no 

evidence from this specification that foreign population growth contributes 

to geographic divides over cosmopolitanism.

Lifelong Exposure to the Same Geographic 

Context

The logic of H3 is that contextual effects should be observable among people 

who spend their entire lives in one geographic context. By reducing the sam-

ple to people who have only received one geographic treatment, I can esti-

mate the effect of living in smaller or larger municipalities by regressing 

cosmopolitan attitudes on municipal population size. However, one cost to 

this approach is the loss of respondents. There are only 152 Swiss citizens 

born in Switzerland in the SHP data who have lived in the same residence 

since birth. Therefore, I estimate a series of models among people who have 

lived in the same residence since birth and since the ages of 1 through 10 

years old.32

Figure 4 plots results from the series of models for the anti-cosmopolitan-

ism measures. The bottom panel shows no evidence of a relationship between 

municipality size and support for the Radical Right but the top two panels 

suggest living in larger municipalities is associated with less anti-cosmopolitan 

attitudes across most model specifications.33 Moreover, the relationships are 
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notable in size. Using the models for living in the same residence since at least 

10 years old (the models with the largest sample size), the predicted probabil-

ity of supporting “Better opportunities for Swiss citizens” is .45 for residents 

in the lowest decile of municipal population, compared with .28 for resi-

dents in the highest decile of municipal population. The predicted probabil-

ity of supporting “Do not join the EU” is .60 for residents in the lowest 

decile of municipal population, compared with .46 for residents in the high-

est decile of municipal population.

Figure 4. Anti-cosmopolitanism among lifelong residence in the same municipality.
Source. Swiss Household Panel 1999–2017.
Logistic regressions with standard errors clustered by respondent. Coefficients (with 95% 
confidence intervals) for the anti-cosmopolitanism indicator regressed on municipal population 
deciles. Models restricted to Swiss citizens born in Switzerland. All models include controls 
for year, region, education, occupation, and age. Each panel plots results from 11 models. On 
the x axis, “x” indicates that the model is limited to respondents who have lived in the same 
municipality since the age of x and throughout the SHP panel. EU = European Union.
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Results in Figure 4 are consistent with H3. To ensure they are not an arti-

fact of calculating municipal population in deciles, Supplemental Appendix 

Tables E3 to E7 present similar models, where municipal calculation is mea-

sured in a coarser (quartiles) and more fine-grained (continuous) way. Results 

for the coarser measure are consistent with Figure 4, as lifelong residence in 

larger municipalities is associated with more cosmopolitan immigration and 

EU attitudes, but has no relationship with support for the Radical Right. 

Results from the more fine-grained measure do not suggest any relationships 

that are statistically significant (at p < .05) between municipality size and 

cosmopolitanism. This raises questions about the robustness of the finding, 

but may be due to the difficulty of identifying statistically significant rela-

tionships for such a fine-grained measure with relatively small sample sizes.

A more serious concern with results in Figure 4 is the challenge of account-

ing for selection effects. The advantage of this analysis is identifying the 

subpopulation that has only received one geographic treatment. However, 

people are not randomly assigned to remain in the same municipality through-

out their life and some of the factors that lead people to be more or less cos-

mopolitan may be associated with their decision to move away or remain in 

their childhood municipality. The models in Figure 4 include covariates to 

control for some of these factors (education, occupation, and age), but there 

are likely to be other life course experiences that shape both residential 

choices and cosmopolitanism and which are not measured by the SHP.

Yet, even if results in Figure 4 were the true measure of contextual effects 

on cosmopolitanism, they could not explain the overall geographic divides. 

One reason is that respondents who remain their whole lives in the same 

municipality are an extremely small subset of the population. Among Swiss 

citizens born in Switzerland in the SHP, respondents who have been in the 

same municipality since birth are 1% of the population and respondents who 

have been in the same municipality since the age of 10 are 6% of the popula-

tion. Moreover, Figure 5 suggests that the geographic divides are not limited 

to long-term stayers. Figure 5 plots geographic divides on “Better opportuni-

ties for Swiss citizens” among three long-term stayer subsets and respondents 

who move at least once during the SHP. There is more volatility in the plots 

for long-term residents because of the smaller sample sizes, but the geo-

graphic gaps are similar in size across each subgroup: roughly 0.20 points 

from the smallest to the largest population decile.34

In short, I find suggestive evidence that lifelong residence in different 

types of municipalities may affect cosmopolitanism. However, these results 

should not be overinterpreted because of concerns about self-selection and 

because the small subgroup of long-term stayers cannot account for the over-

all geographic divides.
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Discussion

I have explored whether contextual effects can account for geographic 

divides over cosmopolitanism. Prior research suggests sorting is a key 

explanation of geographic polarization because different types of people live 

in different geographic environments. Yet, it has been difficult for previous 

research to credibly evaluate contextual effects, which is the other possible 

Figure 5. “Better opportunities for Swiss citizens” across geography among 
lifelong residents of the same municipality and movers.
Source. Swiss Household Panel 1999–2017.
Mean responses (surrounded by 95% confidence intervals) to “Better opportunities for 
Swiss citizens.” The x axis is municipal population deciles. Restricted to Swiss citizens born in 
Switzerland. The top left panel have lived in the same municipality since birth (n = 341). The 
top right panel have lived in the same municipality since the age of 5 (n = 1,403). The bottom 
left panel have lived in the same municipality since the age of 10 (n = 1,928). The bottom 
right panel have moved at least once during the SHP (n = 26,528).
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explanation for geographic divides. I address these challenges by leveraging 

longitudinal data from the SHP merged with contextual data on municipal-

level environments.

The takeaway message is that geography in and of itself is not the main 

explanation for geographic divides on cosmopolitanism. I find no evidence 

that moving to a different municipality or living in municipalities that change 

composition over time affects geographic divides on cosmopolitanism. 

Nonetheless, my results suggest that contextual effects do exist. I find sug-

gestive evidence that lifelong residence in larger municipalities may increase 

cosmopolitanism, although those results should be interpreted with caution 

and cannot account for the overall geographic divides. I also find evidence 

that increases in the local foreign population can be associated with more 

anti-cosmopolitan attitudes, although this too cannot account for the overall 

geographic divides.

Future research should continue to explore the nuanced ways that con-

textual effects may affect cosmopolitanism. Data were not available to 

disaggregate the local foreign population according to country of origin. 

Yet it is likely that Swiss people respond to different foreigners in different 

ways. In addition, there may be indirect effects of geographic context on 

cosmopolitanism. We know that education and occupation are two of the 

most important demographic predictors of cosmopolitan attitudes. 

Geographic context likely shapes educational and occupational attainment 

and may have an indirect effect on cosmopolitanism through those demo-

graphic variables.

The results in this article are from Switzerland, but urban–rural polarization 

is relevant for countries across Europe and North America. The geographic 

divides are real and may foreshadow increasingly polarized communities 

within nation-states. However, my findings suggest that contextual effects are 

not likely to be the main cause of those geographic divides. Future research 

should focus on better understanding the sorting processes that are likely the 

key to spatial polarization.
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Notes

 1. Scholars have used many labels for this divide, including integration versus 

demarcation, the transnational cleavage, and the cosmopolitan–parochial divide. 

Despite slight differences in emphasis, all refer to the same underlying debate 

over whether to be more open or closed to the world beyond nation-state borders.

 2. I find evidence that living in municipalities with growing foreign populations 

is associated with anti-immigrant attitudes. Yet this cannot explain geographic 

divides over immigration because the fastest growing foreign populations are in 

large cities where immigration attitudes are the most positive.

 3. Immigrant and refugee populations are growing in some rural areas and as a 

result provoking threat and more negative attitudes (Ferwerda, 2019; Hopkins, 

2011). Yet, those areas are limited in number and cannot account for the broader 

urban–rural divide.

 4. There are small sub-populations where residential location is assigned through 

mechanisms that are exogenous to the attitudinal outcome of interest. For exam-

ple, religious missionary groups, the military, or asylum seekers. However, these 

sub-groups do not provide insight on broad geographic polarization trends.

 5. Movers are not a random subset of the population and there are various ways 

in which moves to different types of larger or smaller municipalities may have 

differential effects on cosmopolitanism. I explore these nuances later in the 

analysis.
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 6. The effect of growth in the foreign population may be conditional on the type 

of individual or the type of municipality experiencing the change (Laurence & 

Bentley, 2016). I explore these nuances later in the analysis.

 7. An alternate research strategy might use childhood municipality as a measure of 

the relevant geographic context for everyone, regardless of whether they moved 

(Goldman & Hopkins, 2018). Unfortunately, the Swiss Household Panel (SHP) 

does not provide systematic data on childhood geography and I am only able to 

identify childhood environment for people who have spent their entire lives in 

the same residence.

 8. At times, surveys are conducted by mail if the respondent cannot be contacted in 

person.

 9. There are three response options: “In favor of equal opportunities,” “In favor 

of better opportunities for Swiss citizens,” or “Neither.” I recode these answers 

into two measures. Equal foreigners: 1—yes, 0—other and Better Swiss: 1—yes, 

0—other.

10. There are three response options: “In favor of joining the EU,” “In favor of stay-

ing outside the EU,” or “Neither.” I recode these answers into two measures. Join 

EU: 1—yes, 0—other and No EU: 1—yes, 0—other.

11. The following five parties are coded as Radical Right wing: Swiss People’s 

Party, Swiss Democrats, Federal Democratic Union, Swiss Freedom Party, and 

the Ticino League.

12. Many parties are more cosmopolitan than the Radical Right, but none have plat-

forms that are consistently designed around cosmopolitanism. Therefore, I do 

not code any other party choices as cosmopolitan. For more on the Radical Right, 

see Mudde (2007).

13. For the index, the three values of immigration attitudes are coded 0 (equal oppor-

tunities), 0.5 (neither), 1 (better for Swiss); the three values of EU attitudes are 

coded 0 (join the EU), 0.5 (neither), 1 (do not join the EU), and Radical Right 

support is coded 0 to 1. The three measures are then added and the index is re-

scaled from 0 (cosmopolitan) to 1 (anti-cosmopolitan).

14. Results are substantively similar when including immigrant and non-citizen 

respondents. The geographic polarization over cosmopolitanism is similar, but 

skewed in a more cosmopolitan direction. Results for subsequent analyses are 

also similar with and without immigrant non-citizen respondents.

15. Switzerland and Belgium have two of the largest urban–rural divides in support 

for the Radical Right. In the Swiss case, this is driven by high levels of rural sup-

port for the very electorally successful Swiss People’s Party.

16. In SHP data, the mean share of foreign residents is 9.9% in municipalities in the 

lowest population decile compared with 33.3% in the highest decile.

17. In the SHP, the increasing geographic divide over immigration is due to small 

municipalities becoming more anti-immigrant. Larger and smaller municipali-

ties have become more anti-EU in the past two decades, so the geographic gap 

has remained constant. Support for the Radical Right has remained constant in 

both smaller and larger municipalities.
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18. Supplemental Appendix Figure A8 provides similar plots for the pro-cosmopol-

itan “Equal opportunities for foreigners” and “Join the EU” measures and is 

consistent with results in Figure 1.

19. People may move multiple times within the SHP panel and prior to entering the 

SHP panel. All of these moves are not observable so I opt for the conservative 

strategy of analyzing the most recent move for any given observation.

20. I include control variables for any household move, year, and region.

21. In the subsequent analyses, years are presented only for at least 100 person-year 

moving observations in data.

22. The mean response on “Better opportunities for Swiss citizens” among people 

who will move to larger municipalities is 0.27 compared with 0.32 among non-

movers. The mean response on “Do not join the EU” is 0.48 among movers and 

0.58 among non-movers. The mean level of support for Radical Right parties is 

0.10 among movers compared with 0.14 among non-movers.

23. Supplemental Appendix Table C1 presents results from similar models for the 

pro-cosmopolitan measures and is consistent with Figure 2.

24. Among person-year observations that have moved to a municipality with a dif-

ferent population size, the top quartile ranges from 6,432 to 407,056 more peo-

ple. The bottom quartile ranges from 10,576 to 396,348 fewer people.

25. The largest metropolitan centers (called “great urban centers” in the SHP) are 

Basel, Bern, Geneva, Lausanne, and Zurich; an average population size of 

192,392. Rural municipalities have an average population size of 1,761.

26. Another possibility would be to analyze changes in the foreign-origin popula-

tion, to account for descendants of immigrants who are visibly distinct from the 

native-origin Swiss. Those data were not available, but municipalities with larger 

foreign populations are likely to be the places with larger foreign-origin popula-

tions as well.

27. Supplemental Appendix Table D1 presents results from similar models for the 

two pro-cosmopolitan measures and is consistent with Table 1.

28. The reported coefficient and standard error in Model 4 suggest a t statistic of 

−2 and statistical significance at p < .05. This is an artifact of results in Table 

1 being rounded to the third decimal place. The full coefficient is statistically 

significant at a less conservative threshold of p < .1 and could potentially pro-

vide support for H2. However, the substantive effect sizes are minuscule. For 

an average year-to-year change in the rate of growth of the foreign population 

(0.01%), the coefficient in Model 4 suggests a decrease of 0.00002 points in the 

likelihood of supporting better opportunities for Swiss citizens. Moreover, there 

is no broader pattern of support for H2 from the other models.

29. Longer intervals reduce the available sample size and reliability of results.

30. Of the 20 models in Supplemental Appendix Table D2, the only one statistically 

significant at p < .05 suggests that increases in the rate of foreign growth over 

5 years may be associated with being less likely to support the Radical Right. 

However, the estimated effect size is small (a decrease of 0.00008 points) and 

there is no consistent support from any other model in Supplemental Appendix 

Table D2.
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31. The estimated effect size for the coefficient in Supplemental Appendix Table 

D12 is also extremely small—a decrease of 0.0002 points per year on the 0 to 1 

anti-cosmopolitan index.

32. The sample size steadily increases among these subsets, up to 942 Swiss citizens 

born in Switzerland who have lived in the same residence since 10 years old.

33. Supplemental Appendix Tables E1 and E2 present results from similar models 

for “Equal opportunities for foreigners” and “Join the EU.” Results are similar 

to those in Figure 4, as living in larger municipalities is associated with more 

cosmopolitan attitudes.

34. Supplemental Appendix Figure E1 is a similar plot for “Do not join the EU” and 

results are consistent with Figure 5.
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