
215

DOI: 10.33067/SE.2.2026.11
Article published under the license: CC BY-NC 4.0. 

Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International

Dejan Bursać*

Worlds Apart: Revisiting the Urban–Rural Divide 
in Contemporary Political Polarisation in Serbia

Abstract

The urban–rural divide has long been considered one of the defi ning 
political cleavages of any society, yet it has remained comparatively 
understudied in the context of Serbia. With the emergence of widespread 
protest movements against an increasingly authoritarian and consistently 
populist incumbent regime in Serbia, this cleavage appears to have gained 
renewed relevance. These dynamics are refl ected in pronounced differences 
in the demographic, attitudinal, and electoral profi les of regime supporters 
and opponents. This study examines the contemporary signifi cance of the 
urban–rural divide in shaping political polarisation. 
The analysis draws on cumulative data from three nationwide public 
opinion surveys conducted in 2025, complemented by electoral data 
from local elections held in the same year across fi ve municipalities. The 
study maps value orientations, socio-demographic characteristics, voting 
preferences, and attitudes towards political polarisation, identifying 
systematic differences between urban and rural voters. It further 
explores the deeper structural and social foundations of these divides 
and the mechanisms through which they shape electoral behaviour. The 
theoretical framework combines scholarship on social cleavages and 
urban–rural political mobilisation with contemporary literature on hybrid 
regimes. The fi ndings contribute to debates on social divisions while also 
addressing broader discussions on hybrid regimes, democratic decline, 
opposition strategies, and urban resilience.

Keywords: Urban–Rural Divide, Political Polarisation, Hybrid Regimes, 
Populism, Elections, Serbia

* Dejan Bursać – University of Belgrade, Serbia, 
e-mail: dejan.bursac@ifdt.bg.ac.rs, ORCID ID: 0000-0002-2998-3990.



216

Studia Europejskie – Studies in European Affairs, 2/2026

Introduction

The urban–rural divide represents one of the oldest social cleavages in 
modern politics, dating back to the early development of parliamentary 
democracy and unfolding in parallel with industrialisation and 
accelerated urbanisation. These processes brought the interests of 
emerging urban, commercial, and industrial economies into confl ict with 
those of traditionally rural societies rooted in agricultural production. 
Although the formation of this divide has unfolded unevenly across 
countries and over long historical periods, it remains politically salient 
today. A substantial share of the population continues to reside outside 
major urban centres; in the European Union, for instance, 40.7% of the 
population live in urban regions, while 36.2% reside in intermediate or 
suburban regions, and 23.1% live in predominantly rural areas (Eurostat, 
2024). While many rural residents are no longer directly engaged in 
agriculture, the social and political division originating in this historical 
confl ict has become deeply embedded in modern political systems. As 
argued in the seminal work of Lipset and Rokkan (1967), the initial clash 
between agrarian interests and commercial or industrial cities, centred on 
issues such as trade policy, land use, taxation, or subsidies, was gradually 
translated into party competition through dense social and organisational 
networks. In this process, the cleavage came to structure not only electoral 
alignments but also enduring value orientations, thereby helping to 
explain its continued relevance.

Accelerated processes of globalisation have further intensifi ed 
this cleavage over recent decades, adding new economic and cultural 
dimensions. Increased exposure to international market competition, 
alongside rapid changes associated with urban lifestyles, has often 
challenged social practices that remain more strongly preserved in rural 
areas. Political polarisation has followed these geographical lines, with 
urban electorates tending to support liberal political options, while 
rural voters regularly exhibit conservative preferences. This pattern is 
particularly visible in majoritarian electoral systems such as that of the 
United States, where two-party competition and single-member districts 
reinforce territorial divides. As Hartig et al. (2025) note, this divide has 
been illustrated in recent presidential elections, with rural support for 
Donald Trump increasing steadily from 59% in 2016 to 65% in 2020, and 
reaching a record 69% in 2024.

Across Europe, socially conservative and right-wing populist parties 
tend to gain disproportionate support in rural areas. In former socialist 
countries in particular, dominant populist parties – many of which have 
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gradually transformed political systems towards hybrid or authoritarian 
rule – have actively sought to consolidate rural electorates. Prominent 
examples include Hungary, where the former ruling Fidesz party 
systematically promoted conservative social policies and territorially 
targeted welfare measures. This strategy had secured Fidesz a consistent 
two-thirds majority in rural constituencies (Czibere, Kovách, 2021) 
before the party’s ouster following the April 2026 elections. A broadly 
comparable dynamic is unfolding in Serbia. The ruling regime led by 
Aleksandar Vučić has displayed increasingly pronounced features of 
autocratisation, marked by the progressive capture of horizontal and 
vertical institutions (see Bursać, Vučićević, 2021). His Serbian Progressive 
Party (in Serbian; Srpska napredna stranka, SNS), has routinely won all 
elections since 2012, owing in part to intensive media promotion of post-
crisis economic recovery, in part to the structural advantages enjoyed by 
incumbents in hybrid regimes, and in part to the persistent fragmentation 
of the opposition.

Conversely, the country’s democratic decline has been consistently 
documented across major international indices (see V-Dem, 2024; BTI, 
2026), which classify it among the European states experiencing the most 
pronounced deterioration in recent years. It is frequently categorised as 
a hybrid regime, defi ned as a system in which a democratic façade is formally 
preserved while political power becomes increasingly concentrated and 
electoral processes are systematically manipulated to secure incumbent 
advantage and reduce the likelihood of genuine political change (Levitsky, 
Ziblatt, 2018). This dynamic is largely sustained through an uneven 
playing fi eld: although elections retain elements of formal competition 
and partial freedom, they fall short of fairness, as ruling parties benefi t 
from disproportionate access to state institutions, fi nancial and public 
resources, and media coverage, while opposition actors face signifi cant 
constraints (Levitsky, Way, 2010).

Furthermore, the persistence of the current Serbian regime has 
been widely interpreted through the lens of so-called “stabilitocracy” 
(Bieber, 2018), referring to a transactional relationship in which external 
geopolitical compliance is exchanged for diminished scrutiny of domestic 
democratic practices. Within this framework, the government retains the 
capacity to erode core democratic institutions – such as electoral integrity, 
media freedom, and the rule of law – as long as it demonstrates alignment 
with key foreign policy priorities, including regional stabilisation and 
the gradual distancing of Serbia from Russian infl uence. This external 
permissiveness is mirrored domestically in a dual strategic orientation: 
the regime simultaneously appropriates elements of the European Union 
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agenda while advancing nationalist or pro-Russian narratives to its electorate 
(Laštro, Bieber, 2021). In the context of this study, such positioning not 
only enables the regime to appeal to multiple and ideologically diverse 
constituencies, but also facilitates modes of voter outreach and infl uence 
that would be institutionally constrained in consolidated democracies. 
These practices have been repeatedly documented in the form of serious 
violations of electoral standards by ruling parties (OSCE, 2023).

Political dynamics in Serbia began to shift in late 2024. Following 
the collapse of a canopy at the newly renovated railway station in Novi 
Sad, which resulted in 16 fatalities, a student-led nationwide protest 
movement emerged and gradually evolved into a signifi cant political 
actor. Beyond street mobilisation, the movement announced its intention 
to contest the next parliamentary elections and, in the interim, fi elded 
electoral lists and supported candidates in several local contests. Despite 
the fact that student-backed lists have so far failed to secure victory in 
any municipality, their participation nevertheless signifi cantly reduced 
the SNS’s electoral performance in areas where it had previously achieved 
overwhelming victories – sometimes with as much as 80% of the vote – 
thereby rendering elections competitive once again.

This development has altered the existing political competition in Serbia, 
generating a new axis of polarisation and mobilising a broad spectrum 
of regime opponents. Against this backdrop, the aim of this article is to 
examine how patterns of urban–rural political alignment operate under 
renewed polarisation: whether and how territorial divides translate into 
voting preferences, what role they play in structuring political confl ict, 
and which conditions amplify or constrain urban and rural effects in this 
context. Following this introduction, the article reviews the theoretical 
literature on the urban–rural divide, with particular attention paid to 
populist mobilisation and non-democratic regimes. It then outlines the 
data and methods used in the analysis, before presenting the empirical 
fi ndings, discussing their implications, and offering conclusions.

Theoretical Framework: 
Does the Urban–Rural Divide Still Matter?

In its classical formulation, the urban–rural divide is understood as 
one of the four foundational cleavages, along with center–periphery, 
church–state, and capital–labour divides. Lipset and Rokkan (1967) 
conceptualised these as historically rooted social divisions that become 
politically salient once they are institutionalised through political parties 
and voting behaviour. As industrialisation shifted economic power, 
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population, cultural and political infl uence towards urban centres, rural 
actors mobilised to defend sector-specifi c interests. Crucially, Lipset 
and Rokkan emphasised that the political durability of this divide 
depended less on geography alone than on its early institutionalisation, 
which created a lasting political cleavage, structuring party competition, 
voter alignments, and value orientations. In this sense, the urban–rural 
divide was never merely spatial, but refl ected deeply contrasting social 
worlds produced by industrialisation, embedding differences not just 
in economic interests, but also in social organisation and collective 
identities.

Over time, the explanatory power of classical cleavage theory has 
been called into question (see Brooks, Nieuwbeerta, Manza, 2006) in the 
contexts of social modernisation, the emergence of new cleavages, and 
the erosion of traditional party–voter linkages. However, rather than 
disappearing, the urban–rural divide appears to have been reconfi gured in 
contemporary politics, increasingly shaped by globalisation and cultural 
change. As a result, the cleavage has shifted from sectoral economic 
confl icts towards broader value-based and identity-driven divisions. The 
case of the United States is especially illustrative, where electoral outcomes 
continue to follow stark territorial lines. Rural residents are more likely to 
perceive themselves as left behind by globalisation and alienated from the 
policy priorities and cultural norms associated with metropolitan centres 
(see Gimpel et al., 2020; Trujillo, Crowley, 2022).

Recent scholarship has even gone so far as to suggest a rediscovery of 
geography as a central axis of political confl ict, reframing the urban–rural 
division as a key driver of contemporary polarisation (see Rodden, 2019). 
Its renewed salience has been linked to the recent success of populist parties 
and movements in advanced democracies, with confl ict intersecting highly 
divisive political issues such as immigration, climate change, cultural 
liberalism, and economic globalisation. A consistent pattern has been 
identifi ed in the literature, according to which urban populations tend to 
be more liberal, cosmopolitan, progressive, secular, green, and left-leaning, 
whereas rural populations are more conservative, socially traditional, and 
receptive to right-wing populist appeals (Norris, Inglehart, 2019). Hence, 
spatial divisions are driven in part by long-term structural transformations 
in the economy and labour markets: concentrating highly educated 
professionals and high-value employment in large cities, while small 
towns and rural areas have experienced economic decline, outmigration, 
and ageing. As a result, urban areas have become associated with diversity, 
higher education, and cosmopolitan values, whereas rural areas are more 
likely to feel economically and culturally marginalised and politically left 
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behind by urban-centred elites. Moreover, rural areas became increasingly 
dominated by less-educated manual and agricultural workers, a pattern 
closely associated with conservative and populist voting behaviour. More 
broadly, the resurgence of rural populism has been interpreted by some as 
a reaction to globalising shifts in economic and cultural domains, which are 
often perceived as threats to traditional ways of life, thereby positioning it 
as an anti-globalist movement (Rensmann, 2011).

Similar dynamics have been documented in other Western democracies 
(Ford, Jennings, 2020), including the United Kingdom (Jennings, 
Stoker, 2019), suggesting that the reconfi guration of the urban–rural 
divide refl ects broader structural transformations. Large cross-national 
studies spanning several decades and covering a broad sample of 
European countries confi rmed these fi ndings (see Luca, Kenny, 2024), 
and comparable patterns have been noted at the global level (see Luca et 
al., 2023). Similar patterns have occurred in single-country case studies 
on Norway (Stein, Buck, Bjørnå, 2021) and the Netherlands (Huijsmans, 
2020), which highlight differences between cosmopolitan and nationalist 
orientations structured along the urban–rural divide. 

Post-socialist societies exhibit a trajectory broadly comparable to that 
observed in Western democracies. Much of the early literature portrayed 
rural populations as structural losers of post-socialist transformation, 
disproportionately affected by deindustrialisation, agricultural decline, 
and welfare cutbacks (Johannsen, 2003; Kay, Shubin, Thelen, 2012). 
Buzalka (2008) argues that the persistence of social structures and 
traditionalist narratives, amid the rapid urban transformation of agrarian 
societies, has produced patterns of uneven development that subsequently 
manifest in distinct forms of political mobilisation across Eastern Europe. 
This process has given rise to a specifi c variant of populism that draws 
heavily on an idealised rural past. In this view, such reactionary populism 
has developed alongside processes of liberal-democratic transformation 
and remains deeply embedded in enduring social structures (Buzalka, 
Figulová, 2024).

Studies examining the impact of voters’ economic status on electoral 
behaviour gained renewed momentum in the aftermath of the collapse of 
communist regimes and the rapid processes of transition that followed. 
Across post-socialist countries, these transformations produced new 
socioeconomic stratifi cation, prompting researchers to identify systematic 
differences in voting preferences linked to the collective experiences of 
various demographic groups during the reform period (Fidrmuc, 2000). 
In this context, scholars frequently distinguished between the relative 
“winners” and “losers” of transition. 
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The urban–rural disparity has consequently been identifi ed as one of 
the key factors associated with the phenomenon of “transitional losers”, as 
rural populations experienced economic hardship and a decline in social 
status during the processes of societal transformation in Central and 
Eastern Europe (see Brainerd, 1998; Mateju, 2012), which subsequently 
translated into the party system. In Poland, for example, electoral analyses 
show that urbanisation explains spatial voting patterns more effectively 
than economic performance, with moderate and socially progressive 
parties performing better in urban areas, while conservative or right-wing 
populist forces dominate rural constituencies (Marcinkiewicz, 2017). Ágh 
(2019) interprets these dynamics as part of a broader regional pattern 
characterised by a growing divide between prosperous urban centres and 
peripheral regions that have been left behind. Such spatial inequalities, in 
turn, contribute to the deepening of political polarisation. Similar fi ndings 
have been observed elsewhere, refl ecting the urban bias of early reforms 
and the concentration of economic and cultural resources in metropolitan 
centres (Evans, 2006).

The literature on transitional losers in Serbia is limited, yet it identifi es 
elderly voters, manual workers, the undereducated, and rural populations 
as groups whose interests and socio-demographic characteristics have 
translated into support for the dominant populist party of the incumbent 
hybrid regime that is the SNS (Jović, Bursać, 2025). As Benedek (2025) 
argues, the centralisation of authority in a leader who simultaneously acts 
as both political competitor and institutional arbiter serves to legitimise 
autocratic governance under the guise of popular sovereignty. Accordingly, 
the Serbian political system is characterised as an example of populist 
electoral autocracy, drawing its support heavily from those demographic 
groups. 

In several countries, the urban–rural divide and its political 
transformation into a liberal-conservative confl ict overlaps with attitudes 
towards authoritarian tendencies in the context of democratic decline 
(Mamonova, 2019). In this sense, urban areas have increasingly evolved 
into democratic enclaves resisting processes of autocratisation, especially 
in the case of large metropolitan centres (see Tomini, Sandri, Szymański, 
2025), while rural areas continue to serve as a stable electoral base for 
populist incumbents. This resistance is rooted not only in the role of 
cities as hubs of political, economic, and cultural activity that generate 
dense networks of organisations and institutions supportive of democracy 
(Glaeser, Steinberg, 2017), but also in their capacity to foster civic capital 
through higher levels of education, social mobility, and other collective 
characteristics (Beveridge, Koch, 2022).
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How does this translate to the Serbian case? Although Serbia has 
only a limited number of large urban centres that could be classifi ed as 
metropolitan areas, more than 60% of the population reside in urban 
settlements. Against the backdrop of growing polarisation and a series 
of competitive local elections held throughout 2025, it becomes possible 
to examine emerging patterns of the urban–rural divide by drawing on 
multiple sources of empirical data. Accordingly, the study proceeds from 
the following hypothetical framework, which is subjected to empirical 
testing:

H1.  There are statistically signifi cant urban–rural differences in attitudes 
towards contemporary political polarisation in Serbia, particularly 
with regard to support for anti-government protests versus support 
for the regime.

H2.  Urban–rural differences are also refl ected in voting preferences, as 
evidenced by the results of local elections held during 2025.

In addition, a supplementary set of hypotheses is specifi ed to 
explain the observed urban–rural differences in political attitudes 
and voting behaviour. Specifi cally, these differences are expected to 
be explained by: 

H3a. Socio-demographic differences between urban and rural 
populations;

H3b.  Value-based differences between urban and rural populations; 
H3c.  Differences in access to information and media environments 

between urban and rural contexts.

Taken together, these hypotheses enable the theoretical arguments 
concerning urban–rural divisions to be empirically tested. The following 
section therefore presents the data and methodological approach employed, 
including the operationalisation of key concepts and variables.

Data and Methods

The analysis of the proposed hypotheses is based on data from three 
consecutive national public opinion surveys conducted in 2025. From 
these, relevant variables were extracted to assess respondents’ value 
orientations and attitudes towards contemporary polarisation. The 
analytical approach is spatial, focusing on the type of settlement in which 
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respondents reside, and is operationalised through descriptive statistics 
and regression models (binary logistic regression) applied to a longitudinal 
sample. All three surveys were conducted using face-to-face interviews 
on representative samples of the adult population of Serbia at three time 
points: February, June, and September 2025. By combining these data 
sources, a unifi ed dataset of 4089 respondents was constructed. This 
pooling is justifi ed not only by the temporal proximity of the surveys and 
the high degree of questionnaire comparability, but also by the increased 
robustness in identifying spatial patterns.

The primary analytical category is a mutually exclusive variable 
capturing respondents’ type of settlement, i.e., urban vs. rural. Attitudes 
towards ongoing political polarisation are operationalised through the 
support for student protests, and assessments of whether the current 
government is leading Serbia in the right or wrong direction. These 
variables are highly correlated in the combined sample (r = 0.747, 
p < 0.001), indicating that support for protests is closely associated with 
negative evaluations of the government, and vice versa.

In addition, the analysis examines 225 polling-station records from fi ve 
municipalities (Kosjerić, Zaječar, Sečanj, Mionica, and Negotin) where 
local elections were held in 2025 (Republička izborna komisija, 2026). 
This component assesses regime support across urban and rural settings. 
Although these are relatively small municipalities, with populations 
ranging from 10,175 to 32,448, the typical Serbian municipal structure 
(one urban centre surrounded by several villages) facilitates urban–rural 
comparison, as polling stations also refl ect this spatial divide.

The analysis proceeds in three steps: fi rst, descriptive statistics from the 
public opinion surveys; second, a descriptive analysis of polling-station 
results; and fi nally, binary logistic regression models, with particular 
attention paid to variables that may explain or complement the urban–
rural cleavage.

Findings and Discussion

Based on the representative dataset, urban and rural residents differ 
across key socio-demographic characteristics. The urban population in the 
sample consists of 2,431 out of 4,089 respondents, accounting for 59.45% 
of the dataset, which refl ects the urban–rural distribution in the general 
population. The urban group is younger, with an average age of 45.78 
years. Individuals belonging to the youngest age cohort (18–34) make up 
29.4% of this group. The urban subsample is also more educated: 36.3% 
hold higher degrees, while 59.8% have completed secondary education 
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as their highest level. Only 0.3% of urban respondents report not having 
completed primary education. 

The rural population in the sample consists of 1,658 respondents, 
accounting for 40.55% of the dataset. Somewhat surprisingly, the rural 
population is not substantially older, with an average age of 47.64 years. 
Members of the youngest cohort (18–34) make up 24.2% of this group. 
The rural subsample is somewhat less educated, with 24.8% reporting 
higher education, while 67.1% have completed secondary education as 
their highest level. Only 0.1% report having no formal education. 

With regard to sources of information, 91.4% of the urban population 
report having access to cable television. Within this group, 47.4% have 
access to independent cable providers whose channel offerings include 
politically critical outlets, while 44% rely exclusively on the state-
owned provider, which prioritises channels favourable to the regime. 
The penetration of social media and online sources is, as expected, 
relatively high in urban areas: 50% report using online sources to inform 
themselves about politics, compared to 42.3% who rely primarily on 
television. 

The rural population has somewhat more limited access to cable 
television, with coverage at 80.6%. The state-owned provider is dominant, 
serving 46.0% of respondents. This is particularly signifi cant in the Serbian 
context, where the state-owned cable provider does not carry independent 
television channels within its network, thereby effectively limiting access 
for a substantial portion of the population to content critical of the 
government and, in turn, shaping viewers’ political preferences. Internet 
penetration is lower, with 38.9% of rural respondents reporting that they 
receive political information from online sources, while a majority (53.5%) 
rely primarily on television.

The urban population appears divided in terms of foreign policy 
orientation, with 46.9% expressing an affi nity towards the East and 34.6% 
towards the West. Attitudes towards European Union membership are 
similarly polarised: 48.9% of urban respondents would vote in favour 
of EU accession, while 39.5% would vote against it. Normative support 
for democracy is relatively strong but far from unanimous, with 49.4% 
identifying democracy as the best form of government, compared to 26.2% 
who express a preference for a strong, authoritarian leader. 

In terms of current polarisation, a clear majority of urban respondents 
(56.7%) believe that the government is leading Serbia in the wrong 
direction, while 34.3% consider the country to be moving in the right 
direction. Support for the student protests is also high in urban areas, 
with 58.6% expressing support and 37% opposing them.
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In rural areas, the foreign policy orientation is more pronounced, 
with 46.3% of respondents identifying more closely with the East, and 
only 25.2% towards the West. Support for EU accession is consequently 
lower: 40.6% of rural respondents would vote in favour, while 46% 
would vote against membership. Attitudes towards regime type closely 
mirror those observed among urban respondents, with 48.1% identifying 
democracy as the best form of government and 24.4% favouring a strong 
leader. However, the support for the incumbent regime appears higher 
in rural areas, with 45.9% believing that the country is moving in the 
right direction (compared to 41.6% who believe the direction is wrong). 
Support for the student protests is also lower: 43% express support, while 
39% oppose them.

Overall, the observed differences are relatively nuanced and do not 
amount to the sharply differentiated value profi les that classical cleavage 
theory would lead us to expect. While certain disparities are evident, these 
remain modest across demographic composition, media access, and value 
orientation. In this sense, the descriptive evidence does not point to an 
entrenched urban–rural cleavage, which raises the question of whether 
such subtle differences nonetheless translate into clearer patterns of 
political behaviour at the ballot box. 

For this purpose, the cumulative electoral results of the SNS and 
its regime-aligned coalition partners from local elections held in fi ve 
municipalities in 2025 have been aggregated. In addition, the vote shares 
of regime-aligned parties average across urban and rural polling stations 
have been calculated for each of the fi ve local self-governments (see 
Figures 1 and 2). It should be noted that the conduct of these elections 
was consistent with the expected patterns of behaviour in a hybrid regime, 
with pro-government lists benefi ting from the pronounced advantages 
derived through the abuse of state institutions and public resources in 
favour of a single electoral contender, as well as from concerns regarding 
the integrity of electoral procedures and the voter register, strong media 
bias, and, fi nally, voter intimidation and even violent attacks against 
opposition activists and independent actors (see CRTA, 2025).

The fi gures reveal a pronounced difference in the level of support 
mobilised by the SNS between urban and rural polling stations. This 
pattern is consistent and repeatedly observed across all fi ve municipalities, 
indicating a systematic divergence in electoral support between the two 
electorates. Overall, the cumulative vote share of the SNS and regime-
aligned parties is 21.89 percentage points higher in rural areas, with the 
smallest margin observed in Mionica (6.4%) and the largest in Zaječar 
(28.62%).
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Figure 2. SNS Coalition Vote Share by Polling Station Type across All 
Five Municipalities, 2025 Local Elections

Source: the author’s own, based on data from Republička izborna komisija (Republic 
Electoral Commission).

Figure 1. SNS Coalition Vote Share by Polling Station Type and Municipality, 
2025 Local Elections

Source: the author’s own, based on data from Republička izborna komisija (Republic 
Electoral Commission).
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At the same time, this points to a substantial degree of resilience in 
more urbanised parts of municipalities, where networks supportive 
of democratic norms and opposition mobilisation appear to persist. 
Importantly, however, the magnitude of these electoral differences 
exceeds the disparities observed in value orientation, media access, or 
sociodemographic composition that are typically invoked to explain 
urban–rural divides. This raises the question of what accounts for these 
pronounced differences in electoral behaviour.

To address the issue, binary regression models have been employed, 
in which key indicators of political polarisation (support for the protests 
and favourable opinion of the regime) serve as dependent variables. These 
models (see Table 1) include rural residence as a key explanatory variable, 
alongside a set of socio-demographic, media-related, and political value-
based attitudinal factors. The expectation is that rural residence will 
emerge as one of the most consequential predictors, exerting a negative 
effect on the likelihood of supporting the protests. 

Table 1. Effects of Sociodemographic, Media Exposure, and Political 
Value Predictors on Current Polarisation

Model 1 Model 2
B Sig. Exp(B) B Sig. Exp(B)

Rural population -.303* .022 .739 .362** .006 1.436
Gender -.076 .550 .927 -.147 .253 .864
Age -.040** .000 .961 .031** .000 1.031
Higher education .645** .000 1.907 -.678** .000 .508
Pensioner .171 .429 1.187 .200 .362 1.221
Student 
in the family

.885** .000 2.424 -.845** .000 .429

State-owned 
cable TV

-.572** .000 .565 .654** .000 1.922

TV consumer -1.046** .000 .351 1.103** .000 3.014
Western-oriented -.307 .061 .736 -.154 .350 .858
Pro-democratic .802** .000 2.231 -.838** .000 .433
Pro-EU -.033 .828 .968 .739** .000 2.093
Constant 2.301** .000 9.989 -1.812** .000 .163

Source: the author’s own, based on Sprint Insight data.

Dependent variable: support for the ongoing student protests 
(Model 1); favourable opinion of the direction in which the government 
is leading the country (Model 2). Models are statistically signifi cant 
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(Model 1: χ² = 487.95, p < 0.001; Model 2: χ² = 500.65, p < 0.001). 
Nagelkerke R² = 0.384 (Model 1); 0.392 (Model 2). *p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01.

Both models are statistically signifi cant, and overall model fi t remains 
strong, indicating that the included predictors jointly explain support for 
student protests and attitudes towards government. Place of residence 
retains an independent and statistically signifi cant effect: respondents 
living in rural areas are signifi cantly less likely to support the protests than 
their urban counterparts. Conversely, rural residence is associated with 
a more favourable assessment of the direction pursued by the incumbent 
regime. Holding all other variables constant, rural residence reduces the 
odds of supporting student protests by approximately 26%, while in the 
second model it is associated with nearly 44% higher odds of favouring 
the regime’s direction, relative to the urban reference category.

Age and, in particular, higher educational attainment both remain 
strong predictors of support for the protests. In addition, the interpersonal 
control variable capturing the presence of a student in the household exerts 
a signifi cant effect, underscoring the importance of both educational and 
family background in the formation of political attitudes. By contrast, 
pensioner status does not exhibit statistical signifi cance in either model.

Media-related variables display robust and consistent effects. Reliance 
on state-owned cable networks and exclusive consumption of political 
information via television channels are associated with signifi cantly 
lower support for student protests and a more positive evaluation of the 
government, indicating the importance of media control in sustaining 
a hybrid regime. As expected, pro-democratic values emerge as a strong 
predictor of protest support (and negative assessments of the regime), while 
foreign policy orientations yield mixed and largely inconclusive effects, 
mostly falling below conventional levels of statistical signifi cance.

The persistence of a signifi cant rural effect after controlling for socio-
demographic characteristics, media exposure, and political attitudes 
supports the interpretation of the urban–rural divide as a structural political 
cleavage, rather than a mere compositional effect. Urban environments 
offer denser social networks, alternative information channels, and 
greater opportunities for protest mobilisation, which are refl ected in 
positions within ongoing polarisation. Rural contexts, by contrast, 
appear structurally less conducive to protest support, underscoring not 
only demographic differences but also distinct value orientations and 
media consumption patterns that align this population differently within 
the broader dynamics of polarisation and hybrid regime governance in 
Serbia.
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Conclusions

This study examined the urban–rural divide in Serbia by testing a set 
of hypotheses related to attitudes, voting behaviour, values, and media 
exposure. The fi rst of these (H1) is only partially supported; although 
descriptive differences between urban and rural populations are evident, 
they are generally moderate in magnitude. This suggests that compositional 
differences alone cannot fully account for the divide. In contrast, the 
second hypothesis (H2) is fully confi rmed; voting behaviour differs sharply 
between urban and rural areas, with rural voters displaying signifi cantly 
higher levels of support for the regime at the ballot box. This pronounced 
electoral disparity motivates a closer examination of the mechanisms 
underlying urban–rural polarisation. Among sociodemographic factors, 
education and age are the most consequential (H3a). In the value domain, 
pro-democratic orientation emerges as a key driver of protest support and 
regime opposition (H3b). Most notably, media exposure plays a central 
role (H3c); reliance on regime-aligned information sources strongly 
structures political positions in rural contexts.

Some of the fi ndings merit particular attention. The combined 
signifi cance of higher education and urban residence points to meaningful 
socio-demographic stratifi cation, while the stark contrast in media 
environments between urban and rural settings appears to systematically 
favour the reproduction of a populist hybrid regime. In contrast, foreign 
policy orientations, which might have been expected to structure 
divisions more clearly, display inconsistent and largely insignifi cant 
effects. This likely refl ects the regime’s deliberately ambiguous, broad-
based positioning towards the West and EU integration, which are treated 
in a transactional manner rather than as stable value commitments.

This study has several limitations. The choice of variables was partly 
constrained by the survey design, and binary logistic regression limits 
the modelling of more complex interactions. Furthermore, the electoral 
evidence is drawn primarily from small municipalities where local races 
were held in 2025. A more comprehensive understanding of the urban–
rural divide, and particularly of urban political resilience, will require the 
inclusion of electoral data from large metropolitan centres.

Further research should therefore combine quantitative and qualitative 
approaches to unpack more fully the role of values, regime mobilisation 
strategies, and organisational asymmetries. In particular, the mobilisation 
tactics of the regime – which are more extensive in rural areas characterised 
by weaker opposition presence, limited media pluralism, and reduced 
institutional protections for voters – remain insuffi ciently explored. 
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Given their material and organisational advantages, ruling parties in such 
regimes are uniquely positioned to maintain continuous voter outreach, 
thereby raising important questions about the functioning of this model 
of governance, as well as the scope for potential democratic responses.

Findings related to access to sources of information suggest that 
rural populations may exhibit closer alignment with the regime due to 
the distinctive informational environments in which their attitudes are 
formed. Accordingly, future research should also focus on examining the 
role of the media in the formation of political loyalties, as well as the 
broader mediatisation of contemporary polarisation, not only in Serbia 
but also across similar types of regime more generally.

Taken together, the fi ndings of this study indicate that the urban–rural 
divide in Serbia is evident and best understood not as a classical value-
based cleavage, but as a territorially embedded pattern of political control 
and resistance, which is, to a certain extent, consistent with broader 
processes of cleavage reconfi guration in hybrid regimes.
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