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Executive Summary 

Much has been made about the urban-rural divide in American politics, but analyses of 
this divide often exclude individual consideration of suburban residents, which is most 
Americans. Additionally, urban-rural comparisons typically look at voting behavior and 
not at actual policy preferences.  

For the first time, the 2016 Chicago Council Survey, an annual public opinion survey of 
Americans’ views on foreign policy, provides results based on where respondents live 
relative to urban centers. While previous surveys have accounted for several variables 
such as party affiliation, gender, and age, the 2016 survey also differentiated between 
urban, suburban, and rural locations.  

Key findings from the report include:  

• No major political party affiliation had an overwhelming majority in cities, suburbs, 
or rural areas, at least in terms of respondents’ initial self-identification.  

• The issues around which significant urban-suburban-rural divides exist were those 
that could exert more immediate and readily identifiable domestic effects in 
people’s everyday lives, such as immigration, the economy and trade, and climate 
change. 

• The issues around which there was significant consensus tend to be more 
abstract and distant, such as America’s role in the world, its posture toward 
international engagement, and traditional security and foreign affairs concerns.  



 2 

• Location relative to an urban center seems to play a role in informing how people 
will perceive or directly experience the domestic impacts of foreign policy 
decisions in their everyday lives. Urban and suburban residents were most 
economically optimistic and positive about the benefits of international trade. 
Suburban and rural residents exhibited stronger anti-immigrant sentiment and 
support for anti-immigrant policies than urban residents. 

• When dividing the general category of suburbs into categories of inner-ring and 
outer-ring suburbs, residents of inner-ring suburbs leaned toward their urban 
counterparts in matters of policy preference (generally aligned with globalist 
positions) and outer-ring suburbs leaned more toward their rural counterparts 
(generally aligned with more nationalist positions). 

This analysis suggests that in order to support stronger economic, physical and social 
linkages across urban, suburban, and rural communities, policymakers should consider 
renewed emphasis on regional planning efforts that could decrease disparities in policy 
decision outcomes across the urban-rural spectrum. 

Introduction 

Much has been made about the divide between urban and rural America in the wake of 
the 2016 US presidential election.i Across the country, city-dwellers overwhelmingly 
voted for the Democratic nominee, Hillary Clinton, while suburban and rural residents 
overwhelmingly voted for the Republican nominee, Donald Trump.ii But few studies have 
analyzed how Americans from urban, rural, and suburban localities differ and converge in 
their views toward specific policy issues. 

For the first time, the 2016 Chicago Council Survey, an annual public opinion survey of 
American views on foreign policy provides results based on where respondents live 
relative to urban centers. The nationally representative survey considers a wide range of 
policy issues that span questions of international trade, terrorism, immigration, military 
intervention, and American leadership in the world. The data also included variables that 
track where respondents live in relation to an urban center in an effort to understand the 
political differences between—and among—urban, suburban and rural residents in more 
nuanced and policy-specific terms.   

Conducted June 10-27, 2016, the Chicago Council Survey data reveal several important 
points. First, the “urban-rural divide” dichotomy excludes an incredibly important 
demographic: suburban residents. A majority of Americans do not live in dense urban 
centers (32% do) or in sparsely populated rural areas (15%): they live in the suburbs 
(53%).1 So while votes for the Democratic or Republican candidates in 2016 may have 
clearly split along urban and rural lines, what happens in the suburbs could have greater 
weight in understanding American politics moving forward.  

                                                           
1 These figures come from the 2016 Chicago Council Survey and the location categories were coded by the 
polling firm on the basis of OMB Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs) that correspond with actual 
respondent addresses.  For more information about these categories, see the Methodology section on 
page 34. 
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Second, the urban-rural divide is not a simple partisan divide. According to the Chicago 
Council Survey results, none of the traditional political party affiliations—Democrats, 
Republicans, or Independents—has an overwhelming majority in cities, the suburbs, or in 
rural America. Although twice as many urban dwellers self-identified as Democrats or 
Democratic-leaning (53%) than Republicans or Republican-leaning (27%), it is not an 
overwhelming majority, and 18 percent self-identified as Independent. Residents of a 
suburb were as likely to identify as a Republican or Republican-leaning as they were to 
identify as a Democrat or Democratic-leaning (40% and 41% respectively). Even in rural 
areas, the gap between those who identified as a Republican or Republican-leaning (41%) 
is only 6 percentage points more than those who identified as a Democrat or 
Democratic-leaning (35%)2 (Figure 1).   

Figure 1 

This pattern suggests that differences in policy preferences at least partially reflect 
something about where a person lives rather than a simple partisan inclination. Data 
                                                           
2 Partisan identification is based on respondents’ answer to a standard partisan self-identification question: 
“Generally speaking, do you usually think of yourself as a Republican, a Democrat, an Independent, or 
what?”  Those who identified themselves as an Independent were asked a follow up question to determine 
whether they thought of themselves as closer to the Republican Party, to the Democratic Party or neither; 
these are classified as ‘leaners.’ Of those who initially identified as independents, when looking at the 
responses to the follow up question of whether they leaned closer to the Republican or Democratic Party 
or neither, 24 percent of urban residents said they leaned Republican, 33 percent said they leaned 
Democratic, and 43 percent said neither. Among suburban independents, 32 percent leaned Republican, 
29 percent leaned Democratic, and 39 percent said neither. Among rural independents, 32 percent leaned 
Republican, 21 percent leaned Democratic, and 47 percent said neither.  

2016 CHICAGO COUNCIL SURVEY 
CHICAGO COUNCIL ON GLOBAL AFFAIRS 

Party Affiliation by Location 

  Generally speaking, do you usually think of yourself as a Republican, a Democrat,  
  an independent, or what? (n=2,061) 
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analysis shows that while partisanship is a strong predictor of attitudes toward foreign 
policy, “urbanicity”—a location variable based on where a respondent lives relative to a 
city center—is also a statistically significant factor in its own right (even when it is 
included in models alongside partisanship).  

There are sharp differences along urban-suburban-rural lines on issues of international 
trade and the economy, climate change, and immigration (Figure 2). Urban residents 
were generally more likely to express views consistent with a favorable orientation 
toward trade, globalization, immigration, and taking measures to curtail climate change.  
Rural residents were more likely to express opposing positions. Overall, suburban 
residents generally took the middle ground on these issues.  

• Economy and International Trade:  A majority of Americans in all locations 
recognized that globalization and international trade come with both risks and 
rewards, acknowledging that trade can simultaneously be good for consumers 
and standards of living while being bad for job creation and job security. Urban 
residents were the least likely to express economic pessimism about the future of 
the US economy in general or about the impact of international trade specifically.  

• Immigration: Urban residents expressed the most favorable attitudes toward 
individual immigrant groups, refugees and broader pro-immigration policy issues 
generally, while suburban and rural residents expressed the least favorable 
attitudes toward individual immigrant groups and pro-immigration policy issues.  

• Climate Change:  There were significant gaps between urban, suburban, and rural 
populations on the issue of whether they characterize climate change as a critical 
threat to US interests, with rural residents being the least likely to consider climate 
change a threat. That said, a strong majority of Americans in all locations said that 
the US should participate in the Paris Climate Agreement.  

There are in fact many issues on which urban, rural, and suburban dwellers actually 
converged, rather than diverged. On broader issues of American leadership, foreign 
affairs, terrorism, and security, the American public broadly agreed regardless of 
residence.  

• American Leadership: Americans were of the same mind on the core tenets of 
America’s role in the world, saying that the US should play both an active and 
shared leadership role in world affairs. They also broadly affirm American 
exceptionalism. 

• US Role in Foreign Policy: Americans generally feared the same broad 
international threats and were unified in supporting a cooperative vision of 
American foreign policy. Strong majorities across residence categories supported 
maintaining commitment to NATO and US allies more broadly. 

• Terrorism and Security:  Americans broadly acknowledged that occasional acts of 
terrorism will be a part of life in the US moving forward. Americans also broadly 
characterized international terrorism as a critical threat. 
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These dynamics, pitting urban and non-urban voters against one another, have global 
implications. The decision of voters in the United Kingdom to support Britain’s exit from 
the European Union, the surprising election of President Donald Trump in the United 
States, and the rise of far right political candidates in continental Europe are all recent 
examples. Trying to understand the influence of “urbanicity” on positions regarding 
divisive foreign policy issues is an important step in comprehending the root causes of 
that division.  

The Suburban Factor  

An important starting point for a conversation about convergences and divergences 
among American policy preferences based on where respondents live is to explicitly 
consider the suburbs as the dominant community and built environment type in 
contemporary America. This is not to suggest that all suburbs are the same—culturally, 
demographically, physically—but it is to say that the majority of Americans live in some 
form of suburbia rather than in central cities or rural areas. Conversations about urban 
and rural divisions in the United States often overlook the important dynamic of these 
suburban Americans.  

The distribution of the suburban population 

Trying to get an accurate figure for a suburban population is currently more of an art than 
a science. According to results from the real estate research firm Trulia, which asked 
respondents in a nationally representative survey to self-classify the area in which they 
live, roughly 26 percent of Americans self-reported that they live in an urban area, 53 
percent said they live in a suburban area, and 21 percent said they live in a rural area.iii  
The proportions of urban, suburban, and rural Americans represented in the 2016 
Chicago Council Survey based on metropolitan statistical area classifications from actual 
addresses rather than self-classifications break down to be slightly more urban and 
slightly less rural than the Trulia sample. The consistent through-line, however, is that 
both nationally representative samples suggest that more than half of Americans live in 
areas that are, by some measure, identified as the suburbs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 6 

Figure 2 

But the suburbs are not a monolith, either in terms of political affiliation or, more 
concretely, in the make-up of their built environments. In the 2016 Chicago Council 
Survey, residents of a suburb were as likely to identify as a Republican as they were to 
identify as a Democrat (40 and 41%respectively). Physically, there are inner-ring suburbs 
that may look like less dense parts of the city proper, there are middle-ring suburbs that 
may fit into the traditional schema of suburbia, and there are outer-ring suburbs that may 
look more like rural areas than suburban areas.iv  

Policy views of suburban residents 

In their answers to the questions covered in the 2016 Chicago Council Survey, suburban 
residents were largely distributed in the middle, generally expressing views somewhere 
between urban and rural poles. However, the suburbs cannot be easily generalized 
across the issue areas around which there is significant polarization, namely climate 
change, immigration, and trade. On the issue of immigration, the opinions of suburban 
residents lean more toward their rural counterparts than toward their urban counterparts. 
On the issue of trade and the economy, and to a lesser degree climate change, the 
opinions of suburban residents lean more toward their urban counterparts than toward 
their rural counterparts. 

Across all of the issues around which there is a clear urban-suburban-rural divide, 
splitting the category of the suburbs into inner-ring and outer-ring suburbs shows 
residents of closer-in suburbs leaning more toward their central city counterparts, with 
residents of farther out suburbs leaning more toward their rural counterparts. For 
example, urban residents tended to have a more functionally open orientation on divisive 
foreign policy issues like immigration and trade than do rural residents. Overall, 
observing the data trends from parsing the suburbs into inner and outer rings further 
supports the argument that proximity to an urban center has at least something to do 

32%

53%

15%

Urban-Suburban-Rural Population Distribution
(n=2,061)

Urban Suburban Rural

2016 CHICAGO COUNCIL SURVEY
CHICAGO COUNCIL ON GLOBAL AFFAIRS
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with how residents encounter or perceive the day-to-day impacts and consequences of 
key policy decisions.  

The challenge of defining the suburbs 

Even a more technical and spatial conversation about these issues is a challenge 
because there is no uniformly accepted definition across academia, government, or the 
private sector for what constitutes the suburbs generally, let alone common terminology 
that allows for consistently differentiating between various types of suburbs.v The often 
cited figure that the United States is now “more than 80 percent urban” is misleading to a 
certain degree. “Urban” in this case simply means “not rural” and is defined generally by 
density rather than population size.vi Binary definitions of urban and rural are assigned by 
the US Census Bureau in such a way that “urban” areas reflect a minimum level of 
development and population density, but that by no means necessarily correspond with 
images of dense city centers. More accurately, 80 percent of the United States lives 
within the urbanized part of a metropolitan area over 50,000 in population or in a 
sufficiently dense small town with a population between 2,500 and 50,000, both of 
which are not necessarily the same—culturally, economically, physically—as living in “the 
city.” While distinguishing between rural and not-rural is an important starting point for 
understanding current patterns of human settlement in the United States, “not rural” in 
this instance could equally mean someone who lives in downtown Chicago as it does 
someone who lives in a bedroom community on the far outskirts of Chicago’s 
metropolitan area. The sheer breadth of the definition of what constitutes “urban” limits 
its ability to accurately capture the reality of the large percentage of Americans that live 
somewhere in between dense city centers and rural America. 

Lacking appropriate definitions and terms for talking about the suburbs is a problem 
because it prevents nuanced analysis of the communities in which most Americans live. 
Whether suburban residents lean increasingly toward their urban or rural counterparts in 
their public opinion, policy preferences, and voting behavior will likely be a critical factor 
determining politics in the United States for the foreseeable future.  

Researchers need better agreed upon definitions for talking about “the suburbs,” 
preferably nuanced enough definitions to adequately parse the various forms of 
communities that make up the otherwise monolithic category of “the suburbs.” For the 
purposes of this report, a respondent is classified as a suburban resident if he or she 
lives outside the city limits of his or her metropolitan area’s “central city” but still within 
the boundaries of that metropolitan area in a locality that is not otherwise classified as 
rural. Central city designations for each metropolitan area nationwide are made annually 
by the Office of Management and Budget (OMB). A more detailed treatment of the term 
“suburban” as well as the other location classifications used in this report can be found in 
the methodology discussion.  
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Understanding the Divide: The Economy and Trade, Immigration, and 
Climate Change 
In the 2016 election, there was a clear divide between urban and non-urban areas in that 
residents of urban cores overwhelmingly voted for the Democratic presidential nominee 
Hillary Clinton by more than 90 percent, while residents of non-urban areas (suburban, 
small town, and rural areas) overwhelmingly voted for President Donald Trump at levels 
between 75 and 90 percent.vii  

The consequence of any such electoral divide is not just about votes for a particular 
candidate, but also about the actual policy preferences that undergird current political 
moods in the country.  

The data reveal a real divide among urban, suburban, and rural residents on key foreign 
policy issues that are likely perceived to have relatively greater domestic impacts, in 
addition to their international impacts, like trade, immigration, and climate change.  

Economy and International Trade 

By any number of measures, the American economy is driven by metropolitan areas and 
the activity within those areas, encompassing both urban cores and the suburbs that 
surround them.viii Average incomes nationwide are nearly $16,000 higher for households 
of a metropolitan area3 than they are for households in rural areas.ix The concentration of 
economic activity in metropolitan areas and the higher incomes earned by households of 
metropolitan areas suggest that metropolitan residents would have a more favorable 
economic outlook in general compared to rural residents, given the relative prosperity 
                                                           
3 The original analysis by the US Bureau of Labor Statistics from which this figure is drawn cites higher incomes for 
“urban” households relative to “rural” households, using the standards of the US Census Bureau which classifies all 
non-rural areas as “urban,” including suburbs. Accordingly, the authors use the term “metropolitan” as a stand in 
that encompasses both central city and suburban areas. 

Key Suburban Demographic Characteristics 

• Suburban residents are wealthier than their urban and rural counterparts. 
35 percent of suburban respondents reported a household income of more 
than $100K a year; 28 percent of urban respondents and 18 percent of rural 
respondents reported household incomes of more than $100k a year. 

• The suburbs are whiter than urban areas but less white than rural areas. 68 
percent of suburban respondents are white, while just over half of urban 
residents (52%) and 82 percent of rural respondents are white. 

• Urban and suburban respondents were equally likely to have a bachelor’s 
degree or higher at 31 percent; rural residents were least likely to have a 
bachelor’s degree or higher (22 percent). 
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that metropolitan residents are more likely to enjoy. The data presented in this report 
support this correlation. Metropolitan residents, both urban and suburban, expressed 
more positive outlooks on the economy and international trade than their rural 
counterparts.  

Americans recognize that globalization and trade come with both economic risks and 
rewards. Regardless of where they live, majorities of Americans believe that globalization 
is mostly good for the US economy, that international trade is overall good for consumers 
and standards of living, and that free trade agreements are an effective way to achieve 
US foreign policy goals. However, there is also consensus that international trade means 
less job security for American workers. At least six in ten Americans in all locations said 
that globalization is “mostly good” for the United States and that free trade agreements 
are an effective approach to achieving US foreign policy goals (see Figure 3, Figure 4). 
Urban residents were most convinced, though solid majorities in every location agreed. 
While these results suggest greater wariness among suburban and rural voters about the 
effects of international trade on jobs and job security, they do not suggest a wholesale 
rejection of trade and globalization among suburban and rural residents. 

Figure 3 

 

 

 

 

 

68%
65%

61%
60%

67%
64%

61%

Central City
Inner-ring Suburb

Outer-ring Suburb
Outside Metro

Urban
Suburban

Rural

Globalization
Do you believe that globalization, especially the increasing 

connections of our economy with others around the world, is mostly 
good or mostly bad for the United States? (% Good) (n=2,061)

2016 CHICAGO COUNCIL SURVEY
CHICAGO COUNCIL ON GLOBAL AFFAIRS



 10 

Figure 4 

 

Despite an overall positive view towards globalization and international trade, 
respondents in all locations parsed both the associated risks and rewards. In interpreting 
the benefits of international trade, a majority of Americans in all locations said that 
international trade is good for consumers (62% +) and their standard of living (56% +). 
However, in both instances, urban and suburban residents were more likely to express 
positive views of international trade than rural residents (by 8+ percentage points) (Figure 
5, Figure 6).  

Figure 5 
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Figure 6 

 

Where respondents live relative to urban centers correlates with their perceptions of the 
risks and rewards of a globalizing economy. While a majority of urban and suburban 
residents said that international trade is good for the US economy (59% +), rural 
respondents were split almost evenly on the issue (Figure 7).  

Similarly, while a majority of Americans (58% +) in all locations said that international 
trade is bad for the job security of American workers, there is a 13 percentage point gap 
between urban and rural residents on this question, with urban residents expressing a 
relatively less unfavorable view (Figure 8).  At least six in ten suburban and rural residents 
(60% +) said that international trade is bad for creating jobs in the US; urban residents 
were split nearly evenly on the issue (Figure 9). Rural respondents and residents outside 
a metro area express mixed views on trade’s impact on the US economy and American 
companies, in contrast to more positive views in the suburbs and urban centers (Figure 
10).  
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Figure 7 

 

Figure 8 

 

64%

59%

59%

46%

63%

59%

47%

Central City

Inner-ring Suburb

Outer-ring Suburb

Outside Metro

Urban

Suburban

Rural

International Trade and the US Economy
Overall, do you think international trade is good or bad for: 

The US economy (% Good) (n=2,061)

2016 CHICAGO COUNCIL SURVEY
CHICAGO COUNCIL ON GLOBAL AFFAIRS

41%

34%

33%

27%

41%

33%

28%

Central City

Inner-ring Suburb

Outer-ring Suburb

Outside Metro

Urban

Suburban

Rural

International Trade and US Job Security
Overall, do you think international trade is good or bad for: 

Job security for American workers (% Good) (n=2,061)

2016 CHICAGO COUNCIL SURVEY
CHICAGO COUNCIL ON GLOBAL AFFAIRS



 13 

Figure 9 

 

 

Figure 10 
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Even though suburban and rural residents seemed to acknowledge the positive aspects 
of trade as consumers, it also possible that they could be more concerned about jobs 
than consumer prices or standard of living. In the 2016 Chicago Council Survey, a 
majority among the US public overall (74%) rated protecting American jobs a top US 
foreign policy goal (69% among urban, 75% among suburban and 79% among rural 
respondents). This prioritization could have led many to vote for Donald Trump and his 
largely protectionist and somewhat anti-globalization economic platform.  

Perceptions of trade’s impact on jobs is also related to views of economic pessimism for 
the next generation of Americans. A majority of suburban and rural residents (59% +) said 
that “the next generation will be worse off than adults working today” while urban 
residents were split evenly on the issue. Previous Chicago Council Survey analysis also 
shows that this sense of economic pessimism about lower economic mobility for the next 
generation was particularly acute among those who were core supporters of President 
Donald Trump (even though they are not the lowest income earners).x Those living 
outside of metro areas were the most pessimistic about the economic mobility of the 
next generation. 

Figure 11 

Substantial economic literature and empirical data link growth, trade, and metropolitan 
areas as intimately bound up with one another as hubs of the global economy that 
emerged as a function of liberal international trade regimes of the post-World War II 
order.xi This supports the assumption that those employed in, and who understand 
themselves to be most directly benefiting from, those systems of trade—metropolitan 
residents—might have a more positive outlook on trade generally.  
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The findings presented in this section show that while differences in opinion on trade and 
economic pessimism exist between urban and suburban residents, the average gap 
between urban and suburban residents were substantially smaller (an average gap of 4 
percentage points) than the average gap between urban and rural residents (an average 
gap of 11 percentage points).  

Immigration  

The immigrant population in the United States is increasingly dispersed and more likely 
to live in suburban areas than they were just a decade ago. The changes are part of a 
long-term trend that experts predict could dramatically reshape communities around the 
United States. Overall, three quarters (76 %) of the growth in the foreign-born population 
between 2000 and 2013 in the largest metropolitan areas occurred in the 
suburbs.xii Although immigrants are moving to the suburbs, urban residents among the 
overall US public were consistently more open to immigration than residents in other 
communities. In fact, suburban and rural residents expressed the least favorable views of 
individual immigrant groups and were the least supportive of generally pro-immigration 
policy stances.  

Urban residents were far more likely than rural residents to say that legal immigration 
should be maintained at current levels or increased (Figure 12). Just over a third of urban 
residents said legal immigration should be decreased compared to almost half (47%) of 
rural respondents. Suburban residents expressed views between urban and rural 
residents on this issue, with 40 percent saying that legal immigration should be 
decreased. A minority of Americans (45% or less) in all locations considered large 
numbers of immigrants and refugees coming into the US a critical threat to US interests. 
Urban residents were the least likely to view large numbers of immigrants and refugees 
as a threat (Figure 13).  

Figure 12 
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Figure 13 
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Figure 14 
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Figure 16 
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Given their views of Middle Eastern immigrants, it is not surprising that a majority of 
suburban and rural respondents opposed the US accepting Syrian refugees, while urban 
residents were nearly evenly divided on the matter (Figure 17).  

Of course, a large component of the immigration debate in the United States centers on 
the best way to approach the issue of 11 million undocumented immigrants living in the 
United States.xiii  While a minority opinion among respondents in all locations, suburban 
and rural residents were more likely to say that “undocumented immigrants” should be 
deported than urban residents were likely to support that course of action (by 7+ 
percentage points). The divide between urban and rural residents was greatest, with rural 
residents the mostly likely to have said that they support deportation (by 19 percentage 
points). Urban and suburban residents were more likely to say they favor offering an 
eventual path to citizenship for undocumented workers (Figure 18).  

Figure 18 

The proposal to expand the border wall along the border with Mexico by some 700 miles 
is an issue that suburban and rural residents were more likely to favor than urban 
residents. That said, even suburban and rural residents were nearly evenly divided on 
the issue (Figure 19). Urban residents were the least likely to say that expanding the 

Path to Citizenship 

When it comes to immigration, which comes closest to your view about 
undocumented immigrants who are currently working in the United States? 

(n=1,038) 

 
Stay in 
job/apply for 
citizenship  

Stay in 
job/eventually apply 
for citizenship 

Stay in job with 
permit/no 
citizenship 

Leave job 
and leave 
the US 

Urban 35% 28% 12% 25% 

Suburban  27% 27% 14% 30% 

Rural 25% 18% 12% 44% 

 

Central City  34% 30% 22% 25% 
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border wall will be somewhat or very effective at reducing illegal immigration (38%), while 
rural residents were the most likely to say that it will be somewhat or very effective (57%). 
Suburban residents expressed views that fell between urban and rural views on the 
effectiveness of a border wall, with 46 percent saying that it would be somewhat or very 
effective.  

Figure 19 

 

The survey results show that suburban and rural residents exhibited stronger support for 
stricter immigration policies than urban residents. The gap between urban residents on 
the one hand, and suburban and rural residents on the other, was consistent across 
nearly responses to immigration related questions. On average, on all immigration 
related questions, suburban residents were just four percentage points away from their 
rural counterparts while they were nine percentage points away from their urban 
counterparts. Looking more closely at inner- and outer-ring suburbs, responses from 
residents of inner suburbs were closer to those of residents of central cities, while 
responses of those from outer suburbs were closer to, or in some instances even more 
anti-immigrant, than those of residents not living in a metropolitan area.  

There are several possible explanations for this pattern. A popular narrative for 
explaining support for stricter immigration enforcement and policy is the need to protect 
native born workers from immigrant labor pool competition. Research suggests that the 
long term effects of immigration do not suppress wages or raise unemployment rates 
among native born workers. That said, there is evidence to suggest that increased 
immigration can cause adverse short-term effects for low-skilled workers.xiv The narrative 
of economic anxiety and hardship acting as forces that drive support for anti-immigrant 
policy stances among suburban residents is hard to reconcile with the demographic data 
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captured in the 2016 Chicago Council Survey that suggests that suburban residents 
broadly are wealthier and just as well educated as their urban peers.  

A second line of analysis mobilizes a substantial body of work by social scientists that 
elaborates upon what is known as the “halo effect.” According to this explanation, 
residents that ring areas in which there is a high concentration of immigrants—for 
instance an ethnically diverse central city—are more likely to express anti-immigrant 
sentiment or support restrictive immigration policies than residents who actually live in 
close proximity to immigrant communities. In this dynamic, it is not the immediate 
concentration of, or increased interaction, with immigrants in a particular area that drives 
anti-immigrant sentiment, but the nearby concentration of immigrants.xv Put differently, 
living near enough to see (and therefore to potentially fear) an influx of foreign born 
residents, but not near enough to regularly interact with those residents, has been found 
to be a relevant factor influencing anti-immigrant public opinion or electoral support for 
candidates and parties with strong anti-immigration policy platforms.  

There is another line of analysis that suggests that it is the direct influx of immigrants in 
areas where the foreign-born population was previously very small in overall percentage 
terms that is correlated with support for political candidates and party platforms that 
support increased restrictions on immigration and/or increased enforcement of existing 
restrictions on immigration. In this explanation, it is the rate of the percentage change—
and not the absolute number of new immigrants living in an area—that matters. 
Substantial tension and shock can emerge from immigrants settling in areas where there 
previously were few or none. Data from both the 2016 presidential election in the United 
States as well as the 2016 referendum decision in the United Kingdom to leave the 
European Union support this line of analysis. Areas that experienced relatively low levels 
of migration in absolute numbers, but high levels of migration in percentage terms, were 
more likely to support the candidacy of President Donald Trump and the decision to 
leave the European Union respectively.xvi  

Taking a longer view of immigrant integration and acclimation processes would suggest 
that both of the dynamics outlined above can be factors in the process of acclimation on 
the part of a “receiving” population. The initial arrival of immigrants to a community that 
has very little experience with contemporary immigration can stoke increased anti-
immigrant sentiment. However, prolonged exposure to and direct interaction with 
immigrant communities could ultimately act as a moderating force on anti-immigrant 
sentiment.  California presents an interesting example whereby the substantial anti-
immigrant tension and “shock” that initially accompanied the dramatic influx of 
immigrants from Mexico and Central America in the early 1990s eventually gave way to 
relatively workable equilibriums and generally pro-immigrant policy norms.xvii The 
California case would ultimately suggest that even if an influx of immigrants initially 
causes tension and anti-immigrant backlash, prolonged interaction with and exposure to 
an immigrant group can, in the long-term, lead to less tension and less anti-immigrant 
sentiment.  
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Climate Change 

Urban, suburban, and rural populations all face at least some level of climate change risk. 
But the risk profile faced by each of these community types is different in terms of the 
actual threats and consequences that are likely to be most immediately felt in those 
areas.  For example, increased temperatures may exacerbate urban heat island effects 
and drive mortality rates in cities during the hottest months of the year. Rural populations 
dependent on agriculture may see their livelihoods threatened as a result of increasingly 
unpredictable weather patterns and water scarcity. Despite all localities facing 
consequences to climate change risks, there are clear divides along urban, suburban, 
and rural lines in terms of the level of threat that different populations were willing to 
ascribe to climate change. 

This issue of how serious a threat Americans consider climate change is important 
because it has implications for the costs that Americans are willing to incur to mitigate 
that threat. A more serious threat, presumably, is something against which more serious 
action needs to be taken. Half of urban residents in the 2016 Chicago Council Survey 
said that climate change is a “critical threat” to US interests while just over a third of 
suburban (35 percent) residents and a quarter of rural residents (27 percent) concurred 
(see Figure 20).  In turn, urban residents and those living in central cities were the most 
likely to say that immediate action is needed to mitigate the effects of climate change, 
even if this involves significant costs. Rural residents and those outside of a metropolitan 
area were least likely to prefer immediate measures to stem the effects of climate 
change. 

Figure 20 
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Figure 21 

 

Despite the controversial nature of climate change in the contemporary American 
political climate, a strong majority of Americans in all locations favor US participation in 
the Paris Climate Agreement (Figure 22). International agreements of all kinds generally 
enjoy broad support across wide segments of the American public, and the Paris 
Agreement appears to be no different. In contrast to the more immediate consequences 
and costs of what it means to characterize climate change as a critical threat, voicing 
support for an abstract international agreement without any of the potential tradeoffs 
included in the question wording is likely to come across as having relatively few 
downsides and potential immediate costs for the average American.  
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Climate Change Action
There is controversy over what countries of the world, including the United 
States, should do about the problem of climate change. Here are three 
statements. Please tell me which statement comes closest to your own point of 
view:  (% Try taking steps now even if this involves significant costs) (n=1,003)
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Figure 22 

 

Shared Concerns: American Leadership, US Foreign Policy, Terrorism, and 
Security Threats 

There are key policy issues on which the preferences of urban, rural, and suburban 
dwellers converge, rather than diverge. On issues of American leadership, foreign affairs, 
terrorism, and security, there is broad agreement among the American public, regardless 
of where they live relative to an urban center. Generally speaking, these policy topics are 
relatively abstract and distant from the immediate lives of most Americans. The United 
States’ relationship with the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) or its orientation 
to key allies most likely has less tangible effects on most Americans’ daily lives (with the 
possible exception of military families) than issues related to the economy and 
immigration.  

American Leadership in the World 

Americans—urban, suburban, and rural—generally agreed that America should play an 
active role in the world. Regardless of where they live relative to an urban center, they 
voiced support for international engagement but with the United States ultimately playing 
a shared leadership role in the world. 

A majority of Americans in all locations thought it would be best for the country if the US 
takes an active part in world affairs. Suburban voters were the most likely to say that the 
US should take an active part in world affairs, while rural residents were the least likely to 
say the US should take an active part in world affairs (Figure 23). A majority of Americans 
in all locations said that America should play a “shared leadership role” in the world, as 
compared to a dominant leadership role or no leadership role at all (Figure 24).  
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Figure 23 

 

 

Figure 24 

 

A majority of Americans in all locations also broadly affirmed American exceptionalism, 
saying that America is the “greatest country in the world” in contrast to being “no better 
than any other country in the world.” Suburban residents were the most likely to say that 
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America is the “greatest country in the world.” Urban residents were the least likely to 
express views in line with American exceptionalism, with rural residents expressing a 
view somewhere between urban and suburban residents (Figure 25).  

Figure 25 

 

US Foreign Policy 

While President Donald Trump questioned the nature of US alliances on the campaign 
trail, majorities of Americans in all locations agreed that “maintaining existing alliances” 
and “building new alliances” are effective ways to achieve US foreign policy goals (Figure 
26, Figure 27). Similarly, a majority of Americans in all locations said that NATO is still 
essential. Support for NATO was highest among urban respondents (Figure 28). In turn, a 
majority of Americans in all locations said that the US should at least maintain 
commitment to NATO at current levels (Figure 29). It is as yet unclear how President 
Trump’s provocative “America First” foreign policy will interact with broad public opinion 
mandates that seem to favor collaborative relationships with alliances.  
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Figure 26 

 

 

Figure 27 
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Figure 28 

 

 

Figure 29 
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President Trump has vowed to revitalize the United States’ military, most notably with 
a 10 percent increase in the defense budget.xviii This is likely to please Americans. A 2016 
Pew survey found that for the first time in more than a decade, a greater share of 
Americans said that spending on national defense should be increased (35%) than say it 
should be cut back (24%; 40% said it should be the same).xix In addition, the 2016 
Chicago Council Survey shows that a large majority of Americans in all locations said that 
maintaining US military superiority is an effective way to achieve US foreign policy goals 
(Figure 30).  

Figure 30 

 

Terrorism  

Regardless of where they live, about three in four Americans expect that occasional 
terrorist attacks are likely to be a factor of American life in the future.  Roughly three 
quarters of Americans also characterized international terrorism as a critical threat to the 
United States. A minority of Americans in all locations said that they are somewhat or 
very worried they or someone they know will be the target of a terrorist attack. 
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Figure 31 

 

 

Figure 32 
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International Terrorism
Below is a list of possible threats to the vital interest of the United States in 
the next 10 years. [...] please select whether you see this as a critical threat, 
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International terrorism (% Critical Threat) (n=1,717)
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Figure 33 

 

Security Threats Posed by China, North Korea, and Nuclear Proliferation 

As American foreign policy stances regarding China, North Korea, and the topic of 
nuclear proliferation generally shift and reorient under the Trump administration, it is 
noteworthy that in the lead up the 2016 presidential election, Americans were mostly 
aligned in the level of threat they sensed from each of these issue areas.  

Broadly speaking—regardless of residence area—Americans were generally worried 
about the same foreign threats, roughly to the same degree. The threats considered 
most critical were terrorism, the possibility of unfriendly countries becoming nuclear 
powers, and relatedly, a nuclear threat from North Korea (Figure 34, Figure 35). By 
contrast, few Americans sensed a critical threat from China’s military power (Figure 36).  

It remains to be seen whether and how Americans’ views of these issue areas have 
shifted—and to what degree any shift might reveal increased division along urban, 
suburban, and rural lines—over the course of the last year and the first several months of 
the Trump administration.  
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Figure 34 

 

Figure 35 
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Figure 36 

 

Conclusion 

The United States is clearly divided along urban, suburban, and rural lines with respect to 
at least some key foreign policy questions, namely on issues of immigration, international 
trade, the economy, and climate change. Notably, these are foreign policy areas that 
have particularly noticeable domestic implications that have the capacity to exert readily 
identifiable effects in the lives of average Americans. The type of community a person 
lives will partly define fundamental aspects of daily life such as the education 
opportunities and jobs to which they have access, how they move around, and with 
whom they live in proximity. As urban, suburban, and rural community localities differ 
substantially in terms of the economic opportunities, mobility options, and social 
configurations they offer residents, it makes sense that those differences would play a 
role in influencing perceptions of the everyday consequences of foreign policy positions.  

Alternatively, Americans--regardless of where they live--share a relatively unified outlook 
on core policy issues that have to do with broad questions of America’s leadership in the 
world, its posture towards international engagement, and stances on key questions of 
traditional foreign affairs. To be sure, these issue areas arguably exert less tangible 
effects on the everyday lives of most Americans.  

As leaders grapple with the urban-suburban-rural divide around critical foreign policy 
issues, key recommendations to consider drawn from the findings of this report include:  

• Location variables—urbanicity—and the metropolitan and regional planning 
considerations that are closely  connected to questions of where people live need 
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to be incorporated into understandings of how critical foreign policy decisions are 
experienced and perceived domestically.  

• Policymakers and researchers need to pay more attention to the ways in which 
the residents of various types of suburbs—collectively the dominant community 
type in contemporary American life—are leaning in policy preference and voting 
behavior either toward their urban or rural counterparts.  

• Any understanding of an urban-suburban-rural divide on key issues of foreign 
policy should be at least partially recast in terms that minimize ideological 
differences between residents of different communities, instead emphasizing the 
technical and spatial determinants of policy outcomes in those different 
communities.   

• Federal agencies need to establish standardized definitions for suburban 
categorizations that allow for a more nuanced treatment of the dominant 
community type in which most Americans live. 

A collective reading of the data presented in this report suggests that the root of urban-
suburban-rural divides rests at least partly upon how the practical impacts of foreign 
policy decisions are experienced by everyday Americans based on the community type 
in which they live. More robust studies that examine how critical policy issues affect 
Americans based on where they live are needed. As a corollary, policymakers concerned 
about urban-rural-suburban disparities in domestic political perception of key foreign 
policy decisions—especially around issues of trade, immigration, and climate change—
should pay more attention to questions of physical and economic planning both at the 
local and regional level. The goal of any such planning efforts should be to better support 
economic, physical, and social linkages across urban, suburban, and rural communities 
so that residence in one community type does not preclude access to the type of decent 
life chances and prosperity that might be available in another. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

The 2016 Chicago Council Survey was conducted by GfK Custom Research using their 
large-scale, nationwide online research panel between June 10-27, 2016, among a 
national sample of 2,061 adults, 18 years of age or older, living in all 50 US states and the 
District of Columbia. The margin of sampling error for the full sample is ±2.38, including a 
design effect of 1.2149. The margin of error is higher for questions administered to a 
partial sample.  

For the purposes of the 2016 Chicago Council Survey, a respondent is classified as an 
urban resident if he or she lives within the city limits of his or her metropolitan area’s 
“central city.”  Central city designations for each metropolitan area nationwide are made 
annually by the Office of Management and Budget (OMB). A survey respondent is 
classified as a suburban resident if he or she lives in any part of a metropolitan area that 
is not in that metropolitan area’s central city. A respondent is classified as a rural resident 
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if he or she lives in a county that is not part of any metropolitan area. The Office of 
Management and Budget formally designates metropolitan areas based on demographic 
data collected by the US Census Bureau using the technical term Metropolitan Statistical 
Area (MSA). An MSA is a metropolitan area anchored by a dense urban center of 50,000 
people or more. Areas outside of the dense urban center of an MSA are considered for 
inclusion in the MSA based on proximity, land use patterns, and strength of economic 
ties.  

The 2016 Chicago Council Survey results also allow for analysis a step beyond 
urban/suburban/rural classification. In taking a more detailed look at where in an MSA a 
respondent lives, the survey results allow for analysis based on whether a respondent is 
a resident of an inner-ring suburb (closer to the central city) or an outer-ring suburb 
(further from the central city but still within the MSA). Respondents are classified as a 
central city resident if they live within the boundaries of their metropolitan area’s central 
city (as identified by the OMB). They are classified as residents of an inner ring suburb if 
they live outside the boundaries of the central city but in the same county as the central 
city. They are classified as residents of an outer-ring suburb if they live within the 
metropolitan area of the central city, but outside the county in which the central city is 
located. Respondents are classified as outside a metropolitan area if they live beyond the 
boundaries of a metropolitan area (as designated by the OMB). As a general note, it is 
not uncommon that metropolitan areas will have at least some rural areas located within 
their boundaries.  
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