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Abstract 

 
 This paper builds on Blue Metros, Red States: The Shifting Urban-Rural Divide in 
America’s Swing State to consider the importance of scale for understanding the geography of 
voting in contemporary presidential elections. We argue that as within-state geographic shifts 
strengthen and solidify over successive election cycles, the urban-rural divide that nourished 
the Republicans for decades is eclipsed by a split between metro areas and the balance of a 
state’s population. Using data from 13 swing states that feature at least one metropolitan area 
with a population exceeding a million residents, we find these effects are particularly 
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 In Blue Metros, Red States: The Shifting Urban-Rural Divide in America’s Swing State, 

Damore, Lang, and Danielsen (2021b) examine how the growing demographic, economic, 

partisan, and socio-cultural differences between Democratic-leaning million-plus metropolitan 

areas and the more Republican-voting balance of their respective states affect election 

outcomes and intrastate policy competition in 13 swing states that feature a combined 27 

million-plus metros.1  

 According to our analysis of statewide elections between 2012 and 2018, movement 

towards the Democratic Party in rapidly urbanizing suburbs characterized by high levels of 

density, ethnic and racial diversity, and educational attainment is shifting America’s partisan 

fault line from a long-standing urban-rural divide to an emerging metro-rest of state split.  

 In 2020 Democratic presidential candidate Joe Biden’s vote share in nearly all of the 

million-plus metros analyzed improved relative to Hillary Clinton in 2016. These effects were 

strongest in the Sun Belt swing states, many of which grew their share of the statewide vote. In 

addition to flipping both Rust Belt and Sub Belt swing states, Biden won every state in the 

conterminous 
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political cohesion in large-scale swing states metros. Next, we present data examining how 

geography conditioned partisan support in 2020 and the degree to which within state shifts in 

partisan support were decisive to the outcome of the presidential election in the 13 swing 
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 Blue Metros, Red States considers the causes and consequences of these tensions by 

using a common geographic framework—the million-plus metro compared to the rest of a 

state’s population—to analyze political and policy competition in swing states that determine 

the partisan balance of power at the federal level.  

 The million-plus population threshold distinguishes large, high-density metros from 

smaller-scale metros that while in urban in form, differ from their large counterparts in 

important ways. Million-plus metros generate most of the nation’s economic output, foreign 

trade, and innovation technologies (Muro and Whiten 2018; Toomer and Kane 2014). Million-

plus metros also support significant infrastructure and transportation networks, deliver 

extensive public services, and require administrative structures that can rival those of state 

governments (Damore, Lang, and Danielsen 2021b).  

 In developing the “the urban-size ratchet” model, Thompson (1965) argues that large 

metros are self-sustaining due to their fixed infrastructure, market access, high levels of 

economic diversification, and ability to attract investment resources and human capital. Once 

established, large metros typically continue to grow and are insulated from “absolute decline” 

(Thompson 1965, 24). Smaller-scaled metros with narrower industrial bases are more 

vulnerable to contraction and may lack the resources necessary to adapt to economic and 

demographic shifts. 

 There 
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residents due to the “shock” of diversity. He predicted that tolerance would increase as the 

country urbanized and the populace became exposed to more conflicting values. Stouffer 
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 Actual size of the city, or as in our analysis, the size of the metropolitan area, is 

significant for understanding political outcomes for several reasons. First, metropolitan areas, 
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is easier for minorities to move from poorer to richer neighborhoods but that can only be 

observed at a metropolitan geographic scale.3 

 Third, principal cities are interconnected with their suburbs and even to some degree 

their surrounding rural areas through telecommunications, transportation, and media. Cities 

strongly influence these surrounding suburbs through these same economic and social forces 

(Huggins, and Debies-Carl 2015).  

 As Fischer’s (1984) subcultural theory posits, “the scale of urban life” allows for new 

innovations in social and economic behavior to emerge. His idea of “critical mass” suggests that 

there is a certain threshold of population necessary to change or modify subcultures in urban 

areas. The larger the number of people or the more urban the area, the more these changes 

and effects are “intensified.” According to Fischer (1984), “intensification” is the mechanism 

that creates new subcultures, attitudes, and common interests that spill into voting behavior.  

 Fourth, because metro areas are more heterogeneous, no single group controls the 

entire space, necessitating collaboration, communication, and by extension, tolerance and 

acceptance. This idea is the basis of Anderson’s (2011) notion of “cosmopolitan canopies” that 

provide a more pluralistic space for group engagement. Lofland (1998) suggests that “repeated 

interactions with others” leads to tolerance. Huggins and Debies-Carl (2015) too 
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 From this perspective, Huggins and Debies-Carl (2015) deconstruct tolerance into two 

dimensions: “tolerance of difference” and “the tolerance of threat.” In their study of 48 

countries, tolerance of difference was measured in terms of whether someone would mind 

having someone as a neighbor based on cultural differences alone.4 Tolerance of threat was 

measured as whether someone would want to live near people who engaged in deviant 

behavior such as heavy drinkers or drug users among other qualities. The results show the 

tolerance of difference and threat was more common in larger cities and in places with 

relatively higher levels of educational attainment. The smaller and less educated the space, the 

lower the tolerance of threat and the less willingness to live near people who behave in “non-

traditional ways.”  

 The million-plus
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 Given the regional variation in swing states with at least one million plus metro there 

are reasons to expect variation in these effects. Demographically, a clear contrast exists 

between the Sun Belt swing states where the large metros are rapidly growing and diversifying 

and attracting higher-educated residents and the Rust Belt swing states where these trends are 

less prevalent. A
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generate the partisan margin of support. We also use these data to measure each million-plus 

metro’s share of the total state vote. Data for counties that are not part of a million-plus metro 

were aggregated to generate the “rest of state” measure presented in Figure 2.  

[Table 2 About Here] 

 Table 2 summarizes the partisan margin for the 2016 and 2020 presidential election in 

the 13 swing states, the 27 million-plus metros, the inter-election shift in partisan support, and 

change in the million-plus metro share of the vote. States and metros are grouped regionally 

using a Sun Belt-Rust Belt framework noted above. For the Sun Belt states, we group Florida 

and Texas together as “Big Sun Belt” states due to their large scale and the fact that each state 

has four million-plus metros. The eastern (Georgia, North Carolina, and Virginia) and western 

“New Sun Belt” states (Arizona, Colorado, and Nevada) are clustered. Table 2 also groups the 

eastern (Michigan, Ohio, and Pennsylvania) and central “Rust Belt” states (Minnesota and 

Wisconsin). Figure 1 uses data from the “difference” column in Table 2 to order the 27 million-

plus metros in terms of the magnitude of their inter-election partisan shift from most 

Republican to most Democratic. 

 Among the 13 states in the analysis, Florida was the obvious outlier. While Biden’s 

margin did increase relative to Clinton’s in Orlando and Tampa, these improvements were 

offset by President Donald Trump’s surge in Miami that delivered the Sunshine State’s 29 

electoral votes for the GOP 
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outperformed Clinton by nearly two and a half percentage points due to five-point increases in 

the state’s two million-plus metros. Charlotte and Raleigh also increased their share of the 

statewide vote compared to 2016.  

 By 
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 In contrast to the other “New Sun Belt West,” Nevada held steady in 2020. The inter-

election stability is surprising given 
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election, the Democratic metro margin is contrasted to the Democratic margin in the rest of the 

state (all counties not within a million-plus metro) and the overall state margin. Positive values 
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State. Colorado’s high-amenity resort towns in the Rockies augment Democratic support in 

Denver and help to offset the strong Republican vote in Colorado Springs, the state’s second 

largest metro.  

Conclusion 
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the state population. In last two cycles, six of these seats, all in the Sun Belt, flipped to the 

Democrats—two in Arizona and Georgia and one each in Colorado and Nevada.  

 The results in states with multiple million-plus metros are less clear cut. In 2020 Biden 

won Arizona, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Virginia. Besides Pennsylvania, the other three multi-

million-plus metro states have the smallest state populations among the eight such states 

analyzed. Trump won Florida, North Carolina, Ohio, and Texas, which rank third, ninth, seventh, 

and second respectively in total population.  

 Unlike Arizona, Michigan, and Virginia, but with some similarities to Pennsylvania, each 

of these states feature several medium to large-scale population centers
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American suburbs are now so large-scale and varied that it is impossible to declare that 

either party maintains a lock on the suburban vote. Republicans continue to hold the 

line in conventional suburbs that are auto-dominated, mostly white, consist mainly of 

single-family detached homes on large lots, and lie toward the metropolitan edge. But 

Democrats are rapidly gaining ground in urbanizing suburbs, especially in the Sun Belt, 

where multifamily housing mixes with commercial uses that are increasingly served by 

new transit systems. (398). 

 In Boomburbs: The Rise of America’s Accidental Cities, Lang and LuFurgy (2007) identify 

fast -growing cities that fifty years ago were little more than 



 18 



 19 

Gimpel, James G., Nathan Lovin, Bryant Moy, and Andrew Reeves. 2020. “The Urban–Rural Gulf  
 in American Political Behavior.” Political Behavior 42(4):1343–1368. 
 
Huggins, Christopher M. and Jeffrey S. Debies-Carl. 2015. “Tolerance in the City: The Multilevel  
 Effect of Urban Environments on Permissive Attitudes.” Journal of Urban Affairs 37 (3): 
 255-259. 
 
Johnston, Ron, Kelvyn Jones, and David Manley. 2016. “The Growing Spatial Polarization of  
 Presidential Voting in the United States, 1992–2012: Myth or Reality?” PS: Political 
 Science & Politics, 49(4): 766-770. 
 
Judis, John B. and Ruy Teixeria. 2002. The Emerging Democratic Majority. New York: Scribner. 
 
Lang, Robert E. and Jennifer B. LuFurgy. 2007. Boomburbs: The Rise of America’s Accidental  
 



 20 

 
Stouffer, Samuel. 1955. Communism, Conformity and Civil Liberties. New York: Doubleday.  
 
Tam, Wendy K., Tam Cho, James G. Gimpel, and Iris S. Hui. 2013. “Voter Migration and the  
 Geographic Sorting of the American Electorate.” Annals of the Association of American 
 Geographers 103(4): 856-870. 
 
Tiebout, Chalres M. 1956. “A Pure Theory of Local Expenditures.” Journal of Political Economy  
 54(4):416-424 
 
Tomer, Adie Tomer and Joseph Kane. 2014. “Mapping Freight: The Highly Concentrated Nature  
 



 21 

 
 
 

Table 1: Increase in Million-Plus Metros, 1940-2020 

Year Number of Million-Plus 
Metros 

Population in Million-Plus 
Metros  

Share of U.S. Population 
in Million-Plus Metros (%) 
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Table 2: Swing State and Million-Plus Metro Partisan Shifts, 2016 and 2020 Presidential 
Elections, continued 

State and Million Plus Metro 
Margin Change in 

Metro Vote 
Share 2016 2020 Difference 
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Figure 1: Partisan Shifts in Swing State Million-Plus Metros, 2016 and 2020 Presidential 
Elections 
 

 
 
Source: Authors’ calculations of data collected from secretary of state websites after completion of ballot 
certification. 
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Figure 2: Comparison of Statewide, Million-Plus Metro, and Rest of State Partisan Margins, 
2016 and 2020 Presidential Elections 
 
2016 

 
 
2020 

 
 
Source: Authors’ calculations of data collected from secretary of state websites after completion of ballot 
certification. 


