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Abstract
As negotiations for the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership between the
United States and the European Union move forward, a myriad of interest groups
have launched campaigns for and against this trade agreement. Even though each
campaign carries a different message, they have one common goal: To persuade
public opinion in favor of their group’s cause. The mobilization of public opinion is
a powerful tool to influence policymakers. As numerous protests and movements
around the free trade debate show, popular support for or against international trade
can have considerable impact on trade policy decisions. Thus, the question of which
factors determine individual trade preferences has established itself as a central area
of inquiry in the political economy literature.
This dissertation contributes to the current literature by analyzing the microlevel foundations of trade policy from different angles, focusing on two, closely
related questions. The first is whether trade attitudes mirror individuals’ evaluation
of trade’s impact on their personal material welfare or their assessment of trade’s
effects on their country as a whole. The second question focuses on the nature of the
costs and benefits of international trade, exploring the extent to which non-material
considerations play a role in individuals’ trade preference formation in contrast to the
standard approach of conceptualizing international trade effects exclusively in terms
of material gains and losses.
Within this framework, the present dissertation puts forth four individual
papers, each tackling a different theoretical or empirical puzzle. First, does social
trust have a positive impact on public support for international trade? Second, are
people with stronger environmental concerns more protectionist? Third, how does a
person’s attitude towards inequality condition her trade policy preferences? And
finally, how do subjective perceptions of individuals’ personal economic conditions
relative to the country’s overall economic performance affect people’s attitude
towards international trade?
The theoretical arguments from each chapter are tested using survey analyses
and survey experiments. The analysis undertaken in Chapter 1 provides the first
experimental test of the impact of social trust on individuals’ attitude towards
international trade by combining an interactive game experiment in a natural field
setting with a survey. The empirical strategy employed to test the impact of
individuals’ environmental concern on trade policy preferences in Chapter 2, consists
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of a combination of surveys and conjoint experiments in Costa Rica, Nicaragua and
Vietnam. Chapter 3 analyzes the relationship between individuals’ attitude towards
inequality and their support for trade restrictions based on time series survey data
from the American National Election Studies (ANES) and a survey experiment.
Finally, testing the association between individuals’ perception of their economic
condition relative to others in society and their trade policy preferences Chapter 4
employs observational data from the American National Election Studies (ANES) for
multiple survey rounds (1992 to 2012). To examine the conditional effect of issue
salience of trade policy on the relationship between individuals’ perception of
economic outcomes and trade attitudes this chapter also employs media coverage
data measuring the level of media attention to trade policy.
Overall, the findings from the individual chapters highlight the importance of
a broader understanding of how individuals perceive and process the effects of
international trade. First, instead of reviewing the costs and benefits of trade
exclusively in monetary terms, other forms of trade burdens such as social costs can
enter individuals’ cost-benefit analyses. Second, expanding the concept of perceived
costs of international trade shifts the focus from individual gains and losses to
collective implications of trade liberalization. In other words, individual trade
preferences do not simply reflect concerns over personal outcomes but also include
concerns about how changes in trade policy affect certain segments of society or the
country as a whole. In addition, other factors including individual personality traits
or issue salience of trade policy (and thus availability of information about trade
issues) are found to have an impact on the way individuals evaluate the outcomes of
international trade.
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Zusammenfassung
	
  
Im Zuge der Verhandlungen zum Transatlantischen Freihandelsabkommen (TTIP)
zwischen den USA und der Europäischen Union haben zahlreiche Interessengruppen
umfangreiche Kampagnen für und gegen das geplante Abkommen ins Leben
gerufen. Auch wenn die verschiedenen Gruppen mit ihren jeweiligen Kampagnen
unterschiedliche Interessen verfolgen, tragen sie doch alle dasselbe Ziel, nämlich die
Beeinflussung der öffentlichen Meinung zugunsten ihres Gruppenanliegens. Dieses
Vorgehen rührt von der Überzeugung, dass die Mobilisierung der öffentlichen
Meinung ein mächtiges Werkzeug bei der Einflussnahme auf den politischen
Entscheidungsprozess darstellt. Vielzählige öffentliche Kundgebungen und Proteste
im Rahmen der Freihandelsdebatte haben in der Vergangenheit verdeutlicht, dass die
Meinung der Bevölkerung gegenüber der Gestaltung des internationalen Handels
erhebliche Auswirkungen auf handelspolitische Entscheidungen haben kann. Die
Frage nach Faktoren, welche den individuellen Einstellungen der Bevölkerung
gegenüber dem internationalen Handel zugrunde liegen, hat sich daher als ein
zentraler Forschungsbereich der politischen Ökonomie etabliert.
Mit der Analyse von individuellen Handelspräferenzen aus verschiedenen
Blickwinkeln strebt die vorliegende Dissertation an, einen fundierten Beitrag zum
aktuellen Forschungsstand zu leisten. Die Arbeit konzentriert sich dabei auf zwei
spezifische, eng miteinander verknüpfte Fragestellungen bezüglich der subjektiven
Bewertung von Handelsauswirkungen. Erstens, inwiefern spiegeln individuelle
Handelspräferenzen persönliche Einschätzungen von Handelseffekten auf den
materiellen Wohlstand des Individuums bzw. die Beurteilung möglicher Folgen vom
internationalen Handel auf das ganze Land wider. Die zweite Frage setzt sich mit der
Art der wahrgenommenen Kosten und Vorteile von internationalem Handel
auseinander. Der Fokus liegt dabei auf der in der bestehenden Literatur oft
diskutierten Frage, in welchem Ausmaß nicht-materielle Kosten eine Rolle bei der
Gewinn-Kosten-Analyse von Handelseinflüssen bei Individuen spielen.
In diesem Rahmen erarbeitet die vorliegende Dissertation vier einzelne
Artikel, die jeweils ein theoretisches oder empirisches „Puzzle“ behandeln. Erstens,
hat soziales Vertrauen einen positiven Einfluss auf öffentliche Unterstützung für
Handelsliberalisierung? Zweitens, sind Menschen mit stärkeren Umweltpräferenzen
protektionistischer? Drittens, wie wirkt sich die individuelle Einstellung der
Menschen zu Ungleichheit auf ihre Handelspräferenzen aus? Und schließlich,
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welchen Einfluss hat die subjektive Wahrnehmung des Einzelnen bezüglich seiner
persönlichen wirtschaftlichen Lage im Verhältnis zur Wirtschaftslage des Landes auf
individuelle Handelspräferenzen?
Die theoretischen Argumentente aus den einzelnen Artikeln werden anhand
statistischer Untersuchungen basierend auf Umfragedaten und Daten aus
Umfrageexperimenten getestet. Der zu untersuchende Zusammenhang zwischen
allgemeinem sozialem Vertrauen und individueller Haltung zum internationalen
Handel wird im ersten Artikel erstmals experimentell auf Grundlage eines im Feld
implementierten interaktiven Spiels in Kombination mit einer Umfrage untersucht.
Die

empirische

Analyse

des

Einflusses

von

Umweltbewusstsein

auf

handelspolitische Einstellungen des Einzelnen im zweiten Artikel besteht aus einer
innovativen Kombination aus Umfragen und Conjoint-Experimenten, welche
ebenfalls im Feld in drei Ländern (Costa Rica, Nicaragua und Vietnam) durchgeführt
wurden. Für die Untersuchung der Beziehung zwischen individueller Einstellung zu
Ungleichheit und Unterstützung für die Einführung von Handelsbeschränkungen
stützt sich die empirische Analyse im dritten Artikel auf Umfragedaten aus den
American National Election Studies (ANES) sowie Daten aus einem OnlineUmfrageexperiment. Im vierten Artikel wird die Assoziation zwischen der
Wahrnehmung der eigenen finanziellen Haushaltslage des Befragten im Verhältnis
zur wahrgenommenen Wirtschaftslage des Landes und seinen handelspolitischen
Präferenzen ebenfalls auf Grundlage von Umfragedaten des ANES über mehrere
Jahre (1992 bis 2012) untersucht. Des Weiteren wird die Analyse in diesem Artikel
mit weiteren Daten, welche die Behandlung von handelspolitischen Themen in den
Medien messen, ergänzt. Darauf basierend wird untersucht, inwiefern die
Medienaufmerksamkeit für Handelspolitik die Beziehung zwischen subjektiver
Wahrnehmung von relativem Wirtschaftsstand und individueller Einstellung zu
internationalem Handel beeinflusst.
Insgesamt unterstreichen die Ergebnisse aus den vier Artikeln die Wichtigkeit
eines

umfassenderen

Auswirkungen

von

Verständnisses

davon,

Handelsliberalisierung

wie

einzelne

wahrnehmen

und

Menschen

die

entsprechend

verarbeiten. Erstens wird deutlich, dass Menschen bei der Abwägung der Kosten und
Nutzen von internationalem Handel nicht nur rein monetäre Aspekte in Betracht
ziehen. Stattdessen können alternative Formen von Kosten wie zum Beispiel soziale
Kosten eine ausschlaggebende Rolle in der Kosten-Nutzen-Analyse von freiem
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Handel spielen. Zweitens rückt diese erweiterte Auffassung wahrgenommener
Gewinne

und

Verluste

infolge

von

Wirtschaftsliberalisierung

auch

die

Berücksichtigung potentieller Handelseffekte auf das Kollektiv stärker in den
Vordergrund. Dies bedeutet, dass individuelle Handelspräferenzen nicht einzig die
Sorgen der Menschen über persönliche Vor- bzw. Nachteile von internationalem
Handel widerspiegeln. Vielmehr spielen Abwägungen darüber, wie handelspolitische
Entscheidungen bestimmte Teile der Gesellschaft oder das ganze Land beeinflussen,
ebenfalls eine große Rolle bei der Bildung der persönlichen Meinung zum
internationalen Handel. Darüber hinaus sind andere Faktoren wie beispielsweise
Persönlichkeitsmerkmale

oder

die

(temporäre)

Medienaufmerksamkeit

für

handelspolitische Themen (und damit die Verfügbarkeit von Informationen zu
handelsspezifischen Themen) ebenfalls wichtig für die Art und Weise, mit der
Menschen die möglichen Auswirkungen von internationalem Handel beurteilen.
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1. Introduction
	
  
1.1 Motivation
On September 10, 2003, at the opening of the Fifth Ministerial Conference of the
World Trade Organization (WTO) in Cancun, the world witnessed how Lee Kyung
Hae climbed the security fence to the conference venue and then fatally plunged a
knife into his heart. Before his collapse, Lee clutched a sign reading “WTO Kills
Farmers.” As the leader of the South Korean Advanced Farmers Federation, Mr. Lee
was reported to be part of the South Korean delegation of farmers and union activists
who came to Mexico to protest against government leaders’ attempts to further
international trade. In a statement that he distributed prior to his suicide, he wrote:
“My warning goes to all citizens that human beings are in an endangered situation
that uncontrolled multinational corporations and a smaller number of big WTO
official members are leading an undesirable globalization of inhumane,
environmentally degrading, farmer-killing and undemocratic policies. It should be
stopped immediately (…).”1
As this extreme case clearly illustrates, the issue of international trade can
provoke strong opinions and drastic reactions. Changes in trade policy have farreaching economic, social, cultural and environmental implications – issues that are
dear to the hearts of different segments of society. At the same time, the collapse of
the trade talks in Cancun resulting from the growing public pressure after Mr. Lee’s
death demonstrates that popular support for and against international trade can also
have considerable impact on trade policy decisions. Therefore, it is vital to
understand the foundations of people’s view about the process of international
economic integration. This is the overarching inquiry I seek to explore in this
dissertation. Before introducing the major themes of this dissertation, I will briefly
discuss why an understanding of individual attitudes towards trade is essential to the
politics of trade policy.
The Role of Public Opinion in Policymaking
As the focus of trade policy shifts from measures at the border, such as tariffs and
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1

Cited in Clamor Communique No. 32, Clamor Magazine.
http://archive.clamormagazine.org/communique/communique32.pdf, accessed: April 15th 2015.

	
  

1

quotas that affect prices directly, to domestic governance issues like social and
environmental regulations, policy debates engage individuals not only as workers,
producers or consumers, but first and foremost as citizens. Yet, to what extent do
mass opinions actually influence trade policy outcomes? Views on the potential
power of public opinion to shape policymaking are divided. While Winston
Churchill prominently proclaims that there was “no such thing as public opinion.
There is only published opinion”, Abraham Lincoln declares more optimistically that
“[p]ublic opinion in this country is everything.” Early scholarly investigations of the
question have mainly conceptualized trade policy as a function of the lobbying
resources spent by competing organized interests in their attempt to influence
policymakers. The limited role of public opinion in policymaking results from the
assumption that the costs of collective action for transferring personal preferences
into policy typically outweigh the benefits of achieving one’s preferred trade policy
(Alt et al. 1996: 689, Olson 1971).
However, since Page and Shapiro’s (1983) seminal work on the “Effects of
Public Opinion on Policy”, a number of scholars have shown that collective action
problems do not automatically preclude public influence over policy. To the
contrary, empirical evidence from various policy areas indicates that variation in
public opinion is politically consequential. For example, Hays et al. (1996) show that
public opinion constitutes a significant force to pressure policymakers to enact
environmental policy. Similarly, Bartels (1991) finds representatives’ votes to be
related to constituency opinions on defense spending. Reviewing 30 publications in
leading journals, Burstein (2003) observes that the majority of the reported
relationships between public opinion and policy among those under review are
statistically significant. The impact of public opinion remains significant even when
controlling for the effects of interest organizations, political parties, and political and
economic elites.
With regards to the mass public’s role in trade policy, Rodrik contends that a
complete political-economy model of trade policymaking “must contain a
description of individual preferences over the domain of policy choices available to
policymakers.” (1995: 1458). Indeed, testing the effect of public opinion on
countries’ tariff rates, Kono (2008) finds that the impact of the public on trade policy
is substantial. In particular, he finds that greater public support leads to lower tariffs.
Moreover, the author concludes that the impact of public opinion is conditional upon
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the existence of mature democratic political institutions. The latter comment ties in
well with the dominant view that public opinion only plays a role, if any, in
democracies. However, in this dissertation I argue that even in authoritarian regimes
public opinion can have considerable impact on policymaking through the
mobilization of widespread sentiments over policy issues the public feels strongly
about. It is thus vital to understand citizens’ preferences in less democratic settings as
well, since the lack of democratic accountability channels does not mean that public
opinion in these countries do not exist.
Overall, the findings cited above emphasize that citizens across the globe can
form potent constituencies for and against trade. Understanding the determinants of
individual trade preference not only helps to identify factors that may increase
people’s endorsement of economic openness, but also to detect sources of public
discontent with trade liberalization and particular policy choices connected to it. The
need for more information about the factors underlying citizens’ trade preferences is
particularly important in view of recent developments in the global economy with
mounting temptations to respond to economic crises through protectionism.

1.2 Overview of Theoretical Arguments
The scholarly quest for identifying the determinants of citizens’ trade preferences has
engendered a large body of research. In this dissertation I focus on two closely
related themes that have evolved in the current literature. The first subject is
concerned with the question whether trade attitudes reflect individuals’ evaluation of
trade’s impact on their personal material welfare, or their assessment of trade’s
effects on the country as a whole. The second topic focuses on the nature of the costs
and benefits of international trade, exploring the extent to which non-material
considerations play a role in individuals’ trade preference formation in contrast to the
standard approach of conceptualizing international trade effects exclusively in terms
of material gains and losses.
Egotropic and Sociotropic Trade Preferences
Questioning which type of trade outcome is more important in driving people’s
assessment of international trade is the subject of a major ongoing debate in the
existing literature. More specifically, there is disagreement over whether individuals
evaluate trade liberalization from an individual, egotropic or an aggregate,
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sociotropic perspective. In other words, when weighing the advantages and
disadvantages of economic openness, do individuals simply look out for themselves
or are they more likely to be persuaded by trade’s potential impact on the country as
a whole?
Early proponents of pocketbook effects assert that one’s personal financial
situation provides an easily accessible, immediate heuristic to derive political
preferences such as approval of political incumbents or public goods provision
(Downs 1957, Fiorina 1978). Economic self-interest has also been central to
explaining variation in public support for international trade (Irwin 1996, Magee
1980, Mayda and Rodrik 2001, O’Rourke and Sinnott 2001, Scheve and Slaughter
2001). Although the exploitation of comparative advantage should lead to economic
gains for each country engaging in free trade, there can however be a downside in
producing both losers and winners at the individual level. Hence, individuals who
expect to benefit personally from trade liberalization tend to support it while people
who stand to lose out in open markets are likely to oppose economic openness.
More recently, the egotropic account of individual trade preferences has
increasingly come under strong criticism for various reasons. First, as a multifaceted
phenomenon with wide-ranging socio-economic effects, the free trade debate is
known to bring together disparate movements with diverse complaints under a
common cause. For instance, criticism directed at the multinational trading system
unites a myriad of groups ranging from labor unionists who argue that increased
competition as a result of open markets depresses wages and lowers protection for
workers, and farmers fighting agribusiness dominance in international markets, to
consumer groups raising concerns about the spread of genetically modified foods,
environmentalists warning against the overemphasis of economic growth at the
expense of the environment, and indigenous rights activists contending that
economic globalization endangers indigenous cultures. An exclusive focus on how
changes in trade policy affect individuals’ current income thus neglects the apparent
diversity of public grievances over different aspects of international trade.
Second, a number of scholars have raised reservations concerning the
informational demand that egotropic accounts of trade preferences place on the
individual (Fordham and Kleinberg 2012, Mansfield and Mutz 2009, Schaffer and
Spilker 2013). In particular, these authors contend that it is unrealistic to assume that
individuals would undertake sophisticated cost-benefit analyses regarding the
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economic implications of trade on their employment status or income level to derive
their trade policy preferences. In reality, trade policy implications are highly
complex. Hence, individuals have a hard time identifying the costs and benefits of
trade policies. Public opinion studies confirm that factual knowledge about trade
liberalization is typically low compared to other issue areas (Guisinger 2009, Hiscox
2006). To compensate for shortfalls in information, individuals are likely to use
heuristic shortcuts or cues based on psychological, ideological or cultural factors to
determine their trade attitudes (Hicks et al. 2013, Kaltenthaler and Miller 2013,
Kocher and Minushkin 2007, Lupia and McCubbins 1998). In addition, Mansfield
and Mutz point to the difficulty for individuals to link their personal economic
experiences to government policy (2009: 432). Instead, individuals are more likely to
hold policymakers accountable based on collective-level information about how the
national economy is being affected under a certain policy. Thus, assuming that trade
preferences are similar to attitudes towards other aspects of economic policy, they
will stem from people’s evaluations of the collective impact that trade policy has on
the nation.
Although both the egotropic and the sociotropic framework of individual
trade preference hold compelling arguments, attempts to test the impact of either on
individuals’ attitudes towards trade have typically generated inconclusive findings.
Instead of providing yet another test of the explanatory of either framework, I seek to
reconcile the arguments from both camps. To this end, I develop a framework, which
integrates the influence of sociotropic and pocketbook evaluations on citizens’ views
about economic globalization. Moreover, I extend the analysis to take into account
the impact of issue salience, measured as mass-mediated information about
international trade, on the relationship between sociotropic and pocketbook
evaluations and trade attitudes. While most studies assume an unconditional impact
of economic information on individual trade preferences, this approach takes into
account the cognitive demand of connecting economic (both personal and collectivelevel) information to trade policy changes.
Non-Material Costs of International Trade
The process of trade liberalization holds both positive and negative externalities. Put
differently, changes in trade policy generate benefits or costs that influence the living
standards of society as a whole while it does not economically affect the parties to
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the relevant transactions. Economists primarily emphasize the positive externalities
of international trade in enhancing economic efficiency and promoting economic
growth. Yet trade may also produce negative externalities, such as job insecurity,
cultural dislocation, environmental damage and inequality. Concerns about each of
these issues can enter individuals’ evaluation of the costs and benefits of
international trade. Within the framework of this dissertation, I focus on two specific
externalities of trade: 1) the environmental impact of economic globalization, and 2)
the effect of trade liberalization on income inequality.
As shown by the diverse sources of criticism towards international trade,
narrowly defined economic self-interests are not the only determinants of individual
trade preferences. Rather, concerns over non-economic implications of international
trade can also give rise to demand for protectionism. Moreover, trade skeptics
include both alleged winners and losers of globalization as well as those not directly
affected by free trade. In general, Sears and Funk (1990) contend that non-material
considerations play a particularly important role for subjective preference formation
when the personal interest that individuals see at stake in the policy is neither clear
nor high. Contrary to the standard rationality assumption that people are exclusively
concerned about personal material welfare, the sociotropic approach takes into
account the significance of social goals that go beyond the individual’s personal
welfare. Individuals are assumed to care about the implications of international trade
on groups they identify themselves with even if they are not personally directly
affected. Such a perspective changes the individual utility function and widens the
scope of self-interest to include the interests of groups individuals see as the
principal beneficiaries or victims of the policy (Conover 1988: 51, Nelson and
Kinder 1996, Sears and Funk 1990, Sniderman et al. 1991).
In the current free trade debate environmental and distributional effects of
trade are often simply considered as one source of protectionist demand. However,
the nature of the relationship between international trade and environmental effects
as well as the trade-inequality linkage differs significantly from each other. Thus, to
what extent individuals perceive such linkages and adjust their trade preferences
accordingly will depend on the externality itself. In this dissertation I, therefore,
analyze the effect of individuals’ concern about the environmental consequences of
trade and trade’s impact on income distributions separately.
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1.3 Dissertation Chapters and Key Findings
My dissertation consists of four individual papers, each of which tackles a different
theoretical or empirical puzzle. In this section I give a brief overview of the key
arguments of each chapter and present the main findings and contribution with
respect to the dissertation’s overarching theme of the political economy of individual
trade preferences.
Does social trust increase support for free trade?
Much of the current debate on the multilateral trading system is focused on the form
that economic globalization will evolve into rather than whether or not economies
should liberalize. However, to begin, my co-author and I take a step back and ask
what determines individuals’ willingness to engage in economic transactions with
unknown others in the first place. International trade activities are above all about
entering into a social interaction with people beyond one’s known social community.
This mirrors the very idea of any integration project, including both political and
economic ones; that the integrating entities and its citizens feel positively about each
other. With regard to the process of market integration, as trade liberalization
processes set in, economic exchanges increasingly take place between strangers.
Inevitably, the issue of trust or the lack thereof gains great significance in such
settings.
Uslaner (2003) argues that people with higher levels of social trust are less
prone to see high levels of risk and, thus, are more likely to perceive interactions
with strangers as opportunities for mutual advantage rather than as a threat to their
economic existence. In contrast to their low-trust counterparts, high trustors have a
more positive view of human nature that leads them to believe that others are
generally trustworthy, equally share a moral commitment to others’ wellbeing, and,
hence, will not exploit one’s goodwill (Rotter 1980: 6, Sullivan et al. 1981: 155).
Consequently, they are more capable of seeing the opportunities that the process of
trade liberalization provides rather than focusing on the potential threats from such
an interaction (Spilker et al. 2012: 8-10). Accordingly, the micro-level implication of
the relation between social trust and trade openness is that the less trusting
individuals are, the less willing they are to support economic openness.
Remarkably, the empirical testing of this relationship has thus far been
limited to the exploration of correlational associations between some self-reported
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attitudes of trust or past trusting behavior and respondents’ stated trade preferences.
Kaltenthaler and Miller (2013) and Spilker et al. (2012) offer empirical support for
the hypothesized positive effect of social trust on public support for international
trade. While the findings are suggestive, the observed correlations do not yet allow
for robust causal inference due to endogeneity concerns. To avoid this limitation, we
examine the causal impact of social trust on individual trade preferences based on an
experimental design. More specifically, we combine an interactive voluntary
contribution game in a natural field setting with a survey tapping individuals’ trade
attitudes. The empirical work was undertaken in Vietnam, a country in the midst of a
major transition from central planning to a market-oriented economy. Given the
country’s relatively short experience with market liberalization, it is likely that public
opinion on trade liberalization is very much in flux. We expect that the latter
condition will facilitate effective experimental manipulations when studying the
causal effect of social trust on trade preferences. In addition, we take advantage of
Vietnam’s relatively low-cost environment, which allows us to implement a
logistically very challenging experimental design.
Our findings from this chapter show that, overall, trade social trust seems to
increase public support for international trade. However, disaggregating the concept
of individual trade preference, we observe that a person’s level of trust only has a
significant effect on certain dimensions of trade opinion. Thus, existing findings
based on observational studies suggesting a general positive relationship between
social trust on positive attitudes towards trade need to be qualified. In addition, we
are confident that our findings are not specific to the Vietnamese context and can be
replicated elsewhere. The results from a national survey, which we implemented
alongside the experimental work, are comparable with previous findings from
various developed countries where a positive relationship between social trust and
support for free trade has been found.

How do citizens in developing countries perceive the trade-environment linkage?
Over the last two decades the trade policy community has been increasingly engaged
in a heated debate over the environmental consequences of trade liberalization. On
the one hand, advocates of free trade advance that environmental protection will be
used as protectionism in disguise. On the other hand, environmentalists fear that free
trade will be used as an excuse to give inadequate weight to environmental goals and
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excessive weight to maximization of market measured GDP. The importance of this
debate is reflected in the ongoing negotiations of various bilateral and multilateral
trade agreements.
Findings from public opinion studies suggest that in wealthy, advanced
industrialized countries citizens are likely to view economic globalization in general,
and international trade in particular, as having negative implications for
environmental quality. In particular, citizens tend to regard the trade-environment
linkage in terms of a tradeoff, with more trade leading to worse environmental
quality, and vice versa. Empirically, we should thus observe a negative relationship
between green preferences and public support for international trade. Using survey
data from a high-income country, Switzerland, Bechtel et al. (2012) indeed find that
respondents’ reported concerns for the environment correlate positively with
protectionist sentiment. In this chapter my co-author and I examine how citizens in
developing countries perceive the trade-environment nexus, and how this ultimately
affects their attitude towards trade. Following the arguments predicting the
relationship between environmental concerns and individual trade preferences in
advanced economies, we should expect no association between individuals’
environmental attitudes and their trade policy preferences. We argue, however, that
developing country citizens’ perceptions of the trade-environment linkage are
unlikely to simply be the opposite of preferences of citizens in industrialized
countries. Contrary to what has been observed for wealthy, developed countries
where the trade-environment relationship is primarily viewed as a tradeoff, we
assume that citizens in developing countries are likely to perceive international trade
as having both economic and environmental benefits, at least in the medium to long
run.
First, as many authors argue, concern for the environment and appreciation
for environmental protection is related not only to income, but also to people’s direct
experiences with local environmental degradation, which is often more visible and
severe in poor than in rich countries (Brechin and Kempton 1994, Dunlap and Mertig
1995, Grossman and Krueger 1995). Second, from the perspective of developing
country citizens, trade liberalization is thus likely to be viewed as an important
policy tool for advancing economic growth and development objectives. Third,
according to the “trading-up” argument economic openness can facilitate the
international diffusion of environmental standards (Vogel 1995). As Vogel explains:
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“when rich nations with large domestic markets enact stricter product standards, their
trading partners are forced to meet those standards in order to maintain their export
markets.” (1995: 6). Third, economic integration allows firms from developing
countries to acquire cleaner technologies at lower cost and increases the competitive
pressure to adopt them if they are also more efficient (Reppelin-Hill 1999, Wheeler
and Martin 1993).
Our empirical strategy rests on a combination of standard surveys and
conjoint experiments in three developing countries that differ in their economic and
political system characteristics as well as in their environmental protection records:
Costa

Rica

(mature

democracy,

upper-income

developing

country,

high

environmental standards), Nicaragua (partly democratic, low-income developing
country, low environmental standards), and Vietnam (autocracy, low-income
developing country, low environmental standards). We find that in these lowerincome countries the association between green attitudes and public support for trade
liberalization is positive. Furthermore, our results indicate that there is strong
endorsement of the inclusion of environmental clauses in PTAs, and that individuals
prefer PTAs with countries that have higher environmental standards. This implies
that – irrespective of the prominent green protectionism rhetoric on the part of
political and economic elites – there exists room for more ambitious efforts to
incorporate environmental standards in international trade governance.
How do individuals’ concern for inequality influence mass support for trade
protectionism?
The past two decades were characterized by significant increases in income
inequality within and between most countries and regions. During the same period,
the world has witnessed unprecedented levels of capital flows and international trade.
Therefore, a common grievance that has been voiced is that the process of trade
liberalization intensifies the gap between the rich and the poor (Cline 1999, Dollar
and Kraay 2002, Galbraith 2002, Jesuit and Smeeding 2002). The existing literature
on individual trade preference formation predominantly focuses on the impact of
people’s expectations of trade’s impact on their economic welfare, including
people’s income and employment prospects. Largely overlooked by the literature is
the possibility that individuals’ trade attitude are motivated by changes in the relative
distribution of economic benefits across segments of society.
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The extant literature on individual trade preference formation provides a limited
basis for understanding the role that perceptions of inequality play in shaping
people’s attitudes towards trade. In this chapter I seek to address this theoretical and
empirical gap. Specifically, I propose that growing income inequality has adverse
effects on mass support for the multilateral trading system via people’s attitudes
towards income inequality. Hearn (2014) finds that those who are concerned about
rising inequality may see trade as violating norms of fairness and denying some
segments of the society economic opportunities. Thus, despite their awareness about
the benefits of open markets, individuals may not support open trade if they perceive
the process as widening income inequality. The degree to which people associate
income inequality with trade liberalization depends on people’s attitudes and
awareness of inequality. People who are more concerned about inequality are more
likely to link international trade to income inequality, and thus are more likely to
oppose international economic integration.
To test the paper’s empirical implications I employ a dual strategy. As a first
step, I use time series survey data from the American National Election Studies
(ANES) to test the relationship between individuals’ level of inequality aversion and
attitudes towards trade liberalization. I find that, indeed, citizens’ concern for
inequality has a significant effect on how they think about international trade,
irrespective of their socioeconomic status. In particular, the greater one’s concern for
inequality, the more likely one is to support limiting trade openness. Second, to
substantiate the correlational relationship, I administer a survey experiment. In the
experiment participants are provided with interactive information treatments about
rising domestic and global income inequality. Both the national survey analysis as
well as the survey experiment results are based on samples consisting of U.S.
respondents. Testing the impact of inequality considerations on individual trade
preferences among American respondents presents a hard test of the hypothesized
relationship. This is because the US is typically known for its individualistic culture
and relatively high tolerance for social and economic differences.
The findings from this paper show that concerns for inequality is an important
factor in explaining the dwindling support for liberal trade policies among the
American public. Anxieties about widening economic disparity are not only limited
to income distribution in the national context, but individuals are also worried about
the distribution of economic benefits in other countries. This suggests support for
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trade restrictions are based on sincere concerns about the impact of economic
openness on the income distribution across segments of society, and does not simply
reflect protectionist motives in disguise.
Relative Income Perceptions and Issue Salience of Trade Policy
The standard literature commonly presents individual trade policy preferences
largely as a function of employment and earnings effects of international economic
integration. The basic assumption is that expectations about positive effects from
trade are said to increase popular support for free trade. In contrast, anticipation of
negative consequences of economic integration tends to give rise to popular demand
for protectionism. However, it is unclear whether individuals evaluate the effects of
international trade based on their personal economic conditions, or whether this
assessment is based on the state of the country’s economy as a whole.
To reconcile the arguments from both frameworks, this chapter examines to
what extent individual trade preferences are shaped by a type of social comparison
between beliefs about one’s own economic wellbeing and subjective perceptions
about the country’s economic performance. In other words, in interpreting the
economic impacts of economic openness, I submit that individuals do not rely
exclusively on either perceptions of the country’s economic condition or
considerations of their own pocketbook. Rather, to evaluate their economic situation
individuals compare their personal economic circumstances to the country’s overall
economic performance. When individuals believe that the overall economy is
performing well while their own financial household experiences economic hardship,
they may think that they are losing out under trade. This leaves them feel relatively
deprived and they are more likely to oppose trade liberalization. In contrast, when
they consider their economic situation to be improving while others in society are
struggling, this leads them to feel like a net benefactor of economic openness.
Positive assessments of the personal economic status vis-à-vis the national economy
are likely to increase individuals’ support for trade liberalization.
How do individuals connect their subjective evaluation of the country’s
general economic condition to trade’s impact on the national economy? Past research
emphasizes the role of mass media in facilitating the link between people’s economic
perceptions and subjective evaluations of trade liberalization. In particular, issue
salience of trade policy can determine the extent to which pocketbook and
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sociotropic concerns shape policy preferences. When mass-mediated information
about economic integration is abundant, exposure to news reporting is likely to prime
individuals to connect their economic perceptions to trade policies and form their
trade preferences accordingly. In contrast, low media attention to trade issues makes
it difficult for individuals to draw such a link between economic concerns and the
implications of international trade. This, in turn, is likely to alter the impact of
individuals’ economic perceptions on individual trade preference formation.
Using the American National Election Studies (ANES) data collected in
multiple survey rounds (1992-2012), I first test the impact of individuals’ assessment
of their pocketbook relative to the rest of the country on stated levels of support for
international trade. Pocketbook considerations are captured in the ANES through a
survey item that asks respondents to indicate how they perceive their personal
economic condition. In a separate question tapping sociotropic concerns, respondents
are asked to give a subjective evaluation of the country’s economic performance.
The same response categories are used for these questions. To generate a measure of
respondents’ perception of relative economic condition, I match the responses of the
egotropic and sociotropic item. Results from this analysis suggest that perceptions of
a person’s economic condition relative to how they think the country as a whole has
fared play a significant role in determining individuals’ attitudes towards trade. In a
second step, documenting the appearance of news stories about trade-related topics
in US newspapers and newswires as well as television news for the time period under
study, I find that there is high fluctuation in media attention to trade policy issues
over time. The results suggest that shifts in trade’s issue salience can account for
changes in the impact of individuals’ economic perceptions on individual trade
policy preferences.
	
  
1.4 Contributions
Each of the four chapters takes novel approaches to the question of what factors
determine individual preferences regarding economic globalization and examines the
question from a different perspective. To identify the sources of public support for or
opposition to international trade, this dissertation broadens the conventional
understanding of individual preferences over trade policy as an expression of purely
material interest that individuals see at stake. It does so in two ways. First, by
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analyzing the role of non-economic factors, this dissertation accounts for the fact that
trade is a complex issue area about which individuals are often not well informed.
Thus, the assumption of standard economic models that individuals derive their
judgments about trade policy based on a careful review of perfect information
regarding trade is unrealistic. Rather, to compensate for shortfalls in information,
individuals may refer to non-material considerations in evaluating the advantages
and disadvantages of a trade policy. As a result, instead of reviewing the costs and
benefits of trade exclusively in monetary terms, other forms of trade burdens such as
social costs enter the cost-benefit analysis. Second, expanding the concept of
perceived costs of international trade shifts the focus from individual gains and
losses to collective implications of trade liberalization. In other words, individual
trade preferences do not simply reflect concerns over personal outcomes but also
include concerns about how changes in trade policy affect certain segments of
society or the country as a whole.
Overall, the findings from the individual chapters highlight the importance of
a broader understanding of how individuals perceive and process the effects of
international trade. In addition, other factors including individual personality traits or
issue salience of trade policy (and thus availability of information about trade issues)
are also found to have an impact on the way individuals evaluate the outcomes of
international trade. For instance, as chapter 1 suggests, the general question of
whether a person is supportive of or against the idea of engaging in economic
exchange with individuals from unknown entities is not an economic question, but
primarily a psychological one. To decide whether or not an individual is likely to
benefit from the economic transaction, the question of whether others can be trusted
is pertinent. The element of trust in mass support for international trade also captures
the question to what extent individuals view the current multilateral trading system
as legitimate (and thus trust that those designing this system work in the best interest
of the people). In particular, to the extent that trust in policymakers and institutions
that are regarded as responsible for the international trading system declines,
demands for economic closure (protectionism) are likely to increase although doing
so may be economically harmful. Thus, ignoring the trust dimension of trade
attitudes leads to an incomplete picture of how individuals examine the
disadvantages and advantages of engaging in international trade. In addition, results
from the remaining chapters illustrate that in evaluating the implications of
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international trade, individuals also take into account the likely effects of trade on
others beyond their own welfare.
Empirically, the implementation of experimental testing pertaining to some of
the theoretical arguments developed in this dissertation establishes the causal effect
of some common explanations in the literature on individual trade preference.
Survey-embedded experiments have gained momentum in the empirical testing of
causal relationships in recent years. The researcher’s ability to randomly assign
respondents to experimental (and control) conditions, as well as to hold other
potential causes constant at the same time, makes it possible to gauge precisely the
impact of specific factors on people’s attitudes and preferences. This has led Gerring
to see experimental designs as “the closest approximation we have at our disposal to
a time machine”, through which we can “imagine what it would be like to go back in
time, alter a “treatment”, and observe its true causal effect.” (2007: 151) Capitalizing
on the advantages of the experimental design, chapter 1 combines an interactive
game in a natural (field) setting with a survey on trade preferences to test the
relationship of social trust on the people’s attitude towards international trade. To the
best of my knowledge, this paper reports on the first experimental test of whether
social trust increases public support for free trade, paving the way for utilizing a
relatively novel empirical approach to this subject matter.
Moreover, this study contributes to the existing research with the systematic
collection of new data on individual attitudes towards trade liberalization from three
countries: Costa Rica, Nicaragua and Vietnam. As globalization spreads and
countries at different stages of economic development join the world market, it is
essential to account for differences in countries’ experience with trade liberalization,
and how these may impact the citizens’ attitude towards trade. Unfortunately,
existing research on individual trade preferences remains restricted to examinations
of public opinion in developed countries, while the factors underlying public support
for international trade in developing, less democratic countries have only received
scant attention. This presents a significant gap in the current literature. In light of
how globalization has proliferated, with developing countries playing an increasingly
bigger role in the world market, it is essential to understand the micro foundations of
trade liberalization policy in these countries as well. While the concept of public
opinion naturally looms large in democratic ideology and practice, even in the least
democratic regimes, public opinion cannot be ignored (Kinder 1993: 43). As the
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recent events of the “Arab Spring” illustrate, despite the lack of democratic channels
for expressing citizens’ concerns, public opinion in autocracies ultimately provides
the basis of power and legitimacy. In fact, the relentless attempts of authoritarian
regimes to control public opinion give testimony to the power of public opinion.
A global survey by the Pew Research Center2 reveals that public support for
international trade has decreased significantly in recent years in many advanced
industrialized countries, especially in the US. In contrast, results from the survey in
developing and emerging countries indicate high levels of support for international
economic integration among citizens. More importantly, there is widespread belief
that growing international business ties create employment opportunities and
increase wages. At first glance, these findings may seem to suggest that individual
trade preferences in developing countries are simply a mirror image of trade opinions
in developed countries. However, such a conclusion is problematic for at least two
reasons. First, at the aggregate level, advanced economies still profit overwhelmingly
from international trade as compared to developing or less-developed economies. In
light of such aggregate gains experienced by developed countries, it raises the
question as to how such opposition to international trade can be explained. Second,
as noted above, some studies suggest that citizens in developed countries are
increasingly concerned about potential negative externalities from trade liberalization
such as environmental implications or trade’s impact on labor standards (Bechtel et
al. 2012, Ehrlich 2010, Hearn 2014). This may in part explain rising discontent with
trade in many advanced industrialized economies. Simply reversing this logic,
however, would mislead one to think that citizens in emerging economies blindly
endorse trade and are ignorant about its negative effects. By employing data from
countries at different stages of economic development, this dissertation provides a
more systematic analysis of individual trade preference formation across different
development contexts. Comparing these findings to previous studies it can indeed be
shown that in different country settings, different perceptions about the role and
potential of international trade prevail. This, in turn, determines the way individuals
evaluate international trade.
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2. Does Social Trust Increase Support for Free Trade?
Evidence from a field survey experiment in Vietnam
Quynh Nguyen and Thomas Bernauer

Abstract
While most explanations of individual trade policy preferences center on the redistributional implications of trade, recent research is particularly interested in the
role of non-economic determinants. We join the latter line of research by studying
the effect of social trust. Our research breaks new methodological ground by testing
the hypothesized causal effect of social trust in a field survey experiment that
combines a voluntary contribution game with a survey. The empirical work was
carried out in Hanoi, Vietnam. Our results offer mixed support for the trust-trade
hypothesis. In particular, we find that social trust does not have a uniform causal
effect on all dimensions of trade preferences. The findings underline the importance
to decompose the concept of support for (opposition to) international trade into
several dimensions of the phenomenon.

Keywords
Public opinion, Social Trust, International trade, Field survey experiment
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2.1 Introduction
	
  
Although most economists agree that trade liberalization is desirable because it is
widely believed to improve aggregate welfare (though not necessarily increase
economic growth), there is considerable discontent with free trade among the mass
public in many countries (Rodrik 1997, Stiglitz 2002). The main reason, according to
standard political economy theories, is that international trade has re-distributional
economic consequences (Rogowski 1990, Stolper and Samuelson 1941). Ideally,
everyone in society will benefit directly or indirectly from free trade. But some
benefit more than others (usually persons working in export-oriented sectors and
those owning abundant factors of production), and some lose (usually those working
in import-competing sectors and those owning scarce factors of production). Those
who lose are likely to oppose free trade, while those who benefit will support it.
Studying public support for (or opposition to) trade is important both normatively
and analytically – normatively because it is important, from a democratic standpoint,
to know what the public’s policy preferences and its determinants are; and
analytically because public opinion influences policy-making.
The recent literature on trade policy preferences notes that explanations
focusing on the re-distributional implications of trade offer only limited insights
(Hainmueller and Hiscox 2006, Kaltenthaler et al. 2004; Lu et al. 2012; Mansfield
and Mutz 2009, Margalit 2012, Rho and Tomz 2012). One widely cited criticism is
that these explanatory models make very strong, and probably unrealistic,
assumptions about the ability of individuals to understand the economic implications
of trade. In particular, it appears unlikely that individuals are capable of
systematically drawing conclusions from an economic calculus about what policies
are better, either for themselves or the country as a whole. Rather than following a
well-structured cost-benefit analysis of the distributional consequences of trade,
individuals are likely to use cognitive shortcuts or cues when forming preferences
(Herrmann et al. 2001, Hicks et al. 2014, Kaltenthaler and Miller 2013, Kocher and
Minushkin 2007). Such behavior is particularly likely when it comes to issues that
involve complex linkages between causes and effects, as is the case with trade.
Research on sociotropic trade preferences argues that individuals rely on
easily observable macro-economic outcomes (communicated by the mass media)
when evaluating the pros and cons of international trade (Kinder and Kiewiet 1981,
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Mansfield and Mutz 2009). Other studies have shown that general world-views (e.g.,
nationalism, cosmopolitanism, environmentalism) and political ideology have a
significant impact on trade preferences. These studies indicate that, for instance,
nationalism and environmentalism tend to be associated with more protectionist
attitudes, whereas cosmopolitanism is associated with pro-trade preferences (Bechtel
et al. 2011, Hainmueller and Hiscox 2006, Kaltenthaler et al. 2004, Mayda and
Rodrik 2005, O’Rourke and Sinnott 2001). We contribute to this line of research by
focusing on what we consider to be a fundamental socio-psychological factor
shaping trade preferences, namely generalized social trust.
The literature on social capital shows that trust is important in virtually any
social interaction that involves uncertainty. Simmel, for instance, argues that “[t]rust
is one of the most important synthetic forces within society.” (1950:326). In
particular, trust is widely regarded as having a positive effect on economic
performance (Arrow 1972, Fukuyama 1995). The main reason is that trust decreases
transaction costs associated with interacting with others. It facilitates coordinated
actions and reduces the need for monitoring, litigation, and enforcement
mechanisms, thus contributing to greater efficiency in economic exchanges (Putnam
1993: 167). Not surprisingly then, negative economic events, such as the collapse of
large firms usually trigger intense public debates about whether political and
economic actors, institutions, and their policies and practices can be trusted. While
such debates also involve a lot of political rhetoric, they have real political and
economic consequences. For instance, a loss of trust in the viability of the financial
sector can cause bank runs as well as large capital movements. Moreover, to the
extent trust in policy makers and institutions that are regarded as responsible for the
international trading system declines, demands for economic closure (protectionism)
are likely to increase.
In this paper we are interested in whether generalized social trust affects
attitudes towards free trade. Generalized social trust can be defined as a trustor’s
willingness to let other actors (anonymous trustees) take decisions that affect the
trustor’s welfare without there being a reliable system of contracting and
enforcement (Coleman 1990, Mayer et al. 1995). Trust in specific types of actors
such as policy makers or economic institutions is likely to be relevant for public
support for trade policy as well. However, generalized social trust can be regarded as
a more fundamental socio-psychological variable that affects the way people think
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about foreign trade. Building on previous research on social trust we develop an
argument on why generalized social trust is likely to have a positive effect on support
for free trade.
Only two studies have thus far examined the trust-trade hypothesis
(Kaltenthaler and Miller 2013, Spilker et al. 2012). Both studies offer empirical
support for the hypothesized positive effect of social trust on public support for
international trade, but the observed correlations do not yet allow for causal
inference. This limitation arises from the fact that there is an endogeneity issue when
regressing stated generalized social trust on stated trade preferences.
Arguably, the most appropriate method for overcoming this limitation is an
experimental approach in which endogeneity can be avoided by design (Fehr et al.
2002: 521). The main challenge in moving from a correlational to a causal analysis
of the trust-trade hypothesis is to experimentally induce varying levels of generalized
social trust in individuals. We break new methodological ground in this regard by
combining an interactive game in a natural (field) setting with a survey on trade
preferences. To our knowledge, this paper reports on the first experimental test of
whether social trust has a positive effect on trade policy preferences.
To account for the multidimensionality of individual trade preferences, we
decompose the concept into key components for which we can separately test the
impact of social trust. This setup departs from the standard approach in previous
studies, which has mainly relied on a single survey item to capture public support for
or opposition to trade, even though it is widely acknowledged that the single-item
approach is highly problematic (e.g., Hiscox 2006).
The empirical work was undertaken in Vietnam, a country in the midst of a
major transition from central planning to a market-oriented economy. Given the
country’s relatively short experience with market liberalization, it is likely that public
opinion on trade liberalization is very much in flux. We expect that the latter
condition will facilitate effective experimental manipulations when studying the
causal effect of social trust on trade preferences. In contrast, in advanced
industrialized countries on which the majority of studies on trade preferences focus
and where public debate on trade issues has evolved over decades already, individual
trade preferences are likely to be more stable.
In addition, we take advantage of Vietnam’s relatively low-cost environment,
	
  

20

which allows us to implement a logistically very challenging experimental design
with a representative sample drawn from the greater Hanoi area, which includes both
urban and rural districts. Compared to standard laboratory experiments with
university students, our design thus aims at enhanced realism and external validity of
causal inferences. An observational (non-experimental) benchmark study based on a
representative sample drawn from the population of Vietnam as a whole, which we
have also implemented, shows that social trust is significantly and positively
correlated with free-trade preferences. Because this correlational finding is in line
with previous studies covering some OECD countries, including Switzerland, the
United States, Australia, Norway, and Spain, it is likely that our experimental results
obtained in Vietnam are also relevant to other nations.
The next section reviews the existing literature. We then develop the
theoretical argument. The subsequent parts present the research design and the
results. We end with a discussion of the results and options for further research.

2.2 The Role of Social Trust in Economic Transactions and Trade
	
  
The causes and consequences of trust have been examined in a variety of settings and
at various levels of analysis – from the individual to the country level (Cook 2001).
In political science and economics, macro-level studies are dominant for the time
being. Most of the macro-level research focuses on the role of social trust in
facilitating economic exchange and economic growth. For example, Knack and
Keefer (1997) examine the relationship between social trust and economic growth.
Using social trust measures from the World Values Survey for 29 market economies,
they report positive correlations between country-level trust and GDP growth (see
also Temple and Johnson 1998, Zak and Knack 2001). Guiso et al. (2009) examine
the relationship between trust and bilateral trade among European countries and find
that higher levels of mutual trust between two countries have a trade-increasing
effect. At sample means, a one standard deviation increase in the importing country
population’s trust towards the exporting country raises exports by 10%.
At the micro level, Guiso et al. (2008) examine the impact of trust on
individuals’ participation in the stock market. Their study shows that investors’
perception of risk does not only reflect objective characteristics of the financial
product. When deciding whether to buy stocks, investors’ judgments are also driven
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by the subjective characteristics of the investor, in particular, her level of social trust.
Less trusting individuals associate the investment decision with higher risks, and
hence, are less likely to buy stocks. These results also shed some light on the
“participation puzzle” by demonstrating that low levels of trust, or distrust, can partly
explain why only relatively few people take advantage of the existence of a stock
market.
Using measures of generalized social trust as an indicator for individuals’
social capital endowment, Spilker et al. (2012), based on survey data from
Switzerland and from the American National Election Study, examine whether social
trust affects trade policy preferences. Their empirical results suggest that higher
levels of generalized social trust are positively correlated with support for trade
liberalization. Similarly, Kaltenthaler and Miller (2013) test the trust-trade
hypothesis based on cross-sectional survey data for six OECD countries from the
World Values Surveys (1995-97). They also find a positive effect of trust on public
support for free trade. The authors infer from these results that people with lower
levels of trust are more likely to be distrustful of things that come from people who
are unknown to them, including imported goods from abroad (Kaltenthaler and
Miller 2013). Hence, less trusting individuals are less likely to support free trade and
more supportive of protectionist policies.
The latter two studies are highly useful, particularly in moving the existing
literature on trade policy preferences further towards more systematic consideration
of non-economic determinants. However, the main limitation of these studies is that
they are observational and cannot, per se, tell us whether the identified correlation
between social trust and trade preferences in fact reflects a causal effect (Mutz 2005).
We address this limitation and examine the causal impact of social trust on
individual trade preferences based on an experimental design.

2.3 Theoretical Argument
	
  
Following the definition of social trust discussed above, trust, as understood in this
paper, reflects both an individual’s general beliefs about the trustees’ trustworthiness
and an individual’s ability to read and interpret her counterpart’s intentions and
inclinations. Such a dual conception of trust acknowledges that, on the one hand,
there is an exogenous, cultural dimension of social trust. This means that individuals
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commonly enter into social interactions with a certain trust bias or a certain degree of
initial trust. This “propensity to trust” is built on the individual’s life-long
socialization and depends on the person’s cultural background and her basic views
on human nature (Rotter 1967, 1980). On the other hand, trust also depends on the
individual’s assessment and validation of experiences and observations in her
interaction with others, emphasizing the dynamic properties of trust. Experiences that
are interpreted by the individual as positive will increase her social trust, while
negative experiences are likely to result in a decrease of her trust in others (Lewis
and Weigert 1985).
The former – the dispositional component of social trust – is obviously not
easily malleable and rather resistant to change (Jackman and Miller 1998,
LaPalombara 1993, Levi 1996, Uslaner 2003). Yet, beliefs about others’
trustworthiness, the second component of trust, are more easily affected by daily-life
experiences (Fehr 2009, Mutz 2005). This means that investigating whether social
trust has a causal effect on individuals’ attitudes towards economic openness is
challenging and will be limited to the latter component of trust, that is, a person’s
beliefs about others’ trustworthiness. The reason is that this component can, at least
to some extent, be manipulated in an experimental setting, whereas effective
manipulation of dispositional trust levels seems extremely difficult.
Why and how is generalized social trust likely to affect individual trade
policy preferences? Processes of trade liberalization expose individuals to
uncertainty about economic outcomes, both for themselves and for other individuals
or social groups they associate with and care about (family, friends, region, country).
Uncertainty arises from the fact that the effects of trade liberalization are highly
complex and very difficult or impossible for individuals to foresee. To reduce
complexity and to cope with uncertainty, people are thus likely to resort to cognitive
shortcuts, including trust as a behavioral primitive to guide their evaluations,
decisions and behavior (Berg et al. 1995, Luhmann 1989). Accordingly, we expect
social trust to affect trade preferences.
We submit that individuals with high levels of social trust are likely to be
more supportive of economic openness. The main reason is that, when facing
uncertainty, individuals with high levels of trust are less likely to be driven by ingroup vs. out-group feelings. Hence they are more likely to believe that others can,
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generally, be trusted and will behave in a socially acceptable manner. Specifically,
while trade liberalization may well have a positive effect on economic growth and
development, it is also known to expose governments and, most importantly in our
context here, citizens, to greater economic risks and – assuming that individuals
experience severe informational constraints in this respect – uncertainty. Uslaner
(2003) argues that people with higher levels of social trust are likely to be less risk
averse and are, thus, more likely to perceive interactions with strangers as
opportunities for mutual advantage, rather than as a threat to their economic
existence (Rotter 1980: 6; Sullivan et al. 1981: 155). In contrast to their low-trust
counterparts, individuals with high levels of social trust tend to hold more positive
views of human nature. This leads them to believe that others are generally
trustworthy, share a similar moral commitment to others’ wellbeing, and, hence, will
not exploit other people’s goodwill. However, as Uslaner argues, individuals
characterized by high levels of social trust do not blindly dismiss risk, but they tend
to interpret evidence in a more positive, optimistic light (2003: 1). Consequently, we
presume that they are more likely to regard international trade as creating
opportunities, rather than threats.
Other research views trade as a specific form of economic interaction that
engages individuals in exchanges with people who differ in important characteristics,
such as race, religion, and language (Brewer and Steenbergen 2002, Herreros and
Criado 2009, Kaltenthaler and Miller 2013). Thus, in addition to perceptions of risk
and uncertainty about the economic or other payoffs related to such interactions,
nationalism and xenophobia can play an important role in determining individuals’
willingness to interact with people beyond their known social community (Mayda
and Rodrik 2005, O’Rourke and Sinnott 2001). Results from other studies show that
cosmopolitanism has a significant effect on attitudes towards trade (Hainmueller and
Hiscox 2006, Kaltenthaler et al. 2004). However, we agree with Kaltenthaler and
Miller (2013), who argue that trust as a basic social psychological foundation shapes
individuals’ level of cosmopolitanism (rather than vice-versa). Accordingly,
individuals with a high level of social trust are less likely to have negative
preconceptions of others and tend to be more supportive of international trade. In
contrast, people who are more distrustful of others are more likely to prefer avoiding
interactions with people who are unknown to and different from them, and hence will
hold more negative attitudes towards trade.
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Following the arguments outlined above, the hypothesis to be tested holds that the
higher a person’s level of social trust, the more likely is she to support international
trade.

2.4 Empirical Design
	
  
As noted above, social trust is difficult to manipulate in an experimental setting, and
such research needs to focus on the effect of beliefs about the other’s trustworthiness
rather than the dispositional component of social trust. To our knowledge, the only
other study that has examined social trust effects in an experimental setting is Mutz
(2005). She investigates the role of trust in influencing individuals’ propensity to
participate in e-commerce. Her findings suggest that the more trusting a person is,
the more likely she is to engage in online purchasing. Mutz (2005) employs
information treatments consisting of article reports about a Reader’s Digest
experiment. In the latter, wallets were left in public places in order to observe the
finders’ behavior (i.e. whether they returned the wallet to the owner or pocketed it).
The information treatments vary in terms of how the findings of this experiment are
presented – in the sense of emphasizing how trustworthy or not trustworthy people
turned out to be.
To test our hypothesis, we departed from the simple information treatment
approach and implemented an interactive experimental game in which the outcome
of the interaction has material consequences for each participant. More specifically,
we asked participants to engage in different versions of a voluntary contribution
game. We introduced variations in the game setting, to which participants were
randomly assigned, in order to induce higher or lower levels of trust in others. After
implementing the treatment condition we administered a survey on trade preferences.
The remainder of this section describes this approach in detail.

2.4.1 Sample
The experiment was fielded between April and June 2013. Our proportional random
sample, which is representative of the greater Hanoi area, includes 702 individuals
from Hanoi’s urban center and its associated rural areas. Conducting a field survey
experiment with an integrated interactive game is highly challenging logistically, and
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particularly so in a developing country with an authoritarian one-party regime.
Hence, for the implementation of our experimental design we concentrated on a
specific area of Vietnam that includes both rural and urban areas. To obtain a
baseline for comparison, we administered a standard survey for a stratified national
random sample of 1,400 respondents in five key areas of Vietnam.3 A comparison
between the sample from the Hanoi area and the larger national sample shows that
the distributions on key variables, such as socio-demographic items, trade
preferences, and social trust are broadly similar (see Appendix 1). Our experimental
results are thus very likely to be representative of Vietnam as a whole.
To obtain a proportionally distributed sample relative to the population of
Hanoi’s urban and associated rural areas, we used a three-stage sampling design.
First, we selected sampling districts, then wards and communes within the chosen
districts, and finally individual participants in the selected wards and communes. In
each selected household, one eligible person aged between 18 and 64 living in that
household was asked to participate in our survey experiment. Further, we balanced
male and female participants. Appendix 2 provides an overview of the selected urban
and rural districts.4

2.4.2 Voluntary contribution game
	
  
Various types of games have been developed in behavioral economics to measure
levels of social trust. One widely used experiment is Berg et al.’s (1995) investment
game. 5 In psychology, trust has commonly been associated with individuals’
cooperative behavior in a prisoner’s dilemma (Deutsch 1973). As Cook and Cooper
(2003: 210) submit, the game structure of the prisoner’s dilemma distinctly reflects
the conflicting incentives underlying certain social interactions. More specifically,
the game creates a situation in which the individual incentives from non-cooperation
trump the collective gain that might be achieved from cooperation. Individuals
opting for cooperation thus show some signs of trust, since according to Deutsch
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More information on the national survey, including questions concerning sampling design, is
provided in Supporting Information Section 1.
4
Additional details on the multi-stage sampling design used for the experiment can be found in
Supporting Information 2.
5
The investment game is played between a Sender who sends some amount of money to a Receiver.
Any amount sent is multiplied by a factor greater than one so that sending is socially efficient. The
Receiver can then return any fraction of the amount she receives to the Sender.
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(1960: 124), individuals must develop mutual trust if they are to cooperate with one
another. Although it would be wrong to assume that cooperative behavior necessarily
denotes the presence of trust, it is widely acknowledged that successful cooperation
in such social dilemma games indicates to some degree trust among the players
(Hardin 2003: 80). Accordingly, economists and political scientists have largely built
on this research tradition to study the relationship between trust and cooperative acts
in prisoner’s dilemma games (Ahn et al. 2003, Messick et al. 1983, Parks and
Hulbert 1995). We follow this approach to examine the effect of social trust on
individual trade preferences. We do so by implementing a voluntary contribution
game, conceptualized as a three-person generalization of the repeated prisoner’s
dilemma, and using this game to construct our experimental conditions.
We are not, per se, interested in measuring the amount of individual
contributions, which can be regarded as proxies for levels of social trust. Instead,
varying the conditions under which the voluntary contribution game is played is
meant to motivate different interaction strategies of participants that, in turn, should
induce high (low) levels of social trust. To this end, we modify certain parameters of
the game setting. Existing empirical research on voluntary contribution mechanisms
and social dilemmas has demonstrated that the game-theoretic prediction of profitmaximizing individual behavior is often not consistent with actual behavior observed
in the lab or the field (Cook and Cooper 2003, Ledyard 1995). To the contrary,
aggregate results and measurable aspects of behavior seem to be very sensitive to
variations in game parameters, which, have a considerable impact on contributions
submitted in voluntary contribution games and similar interactions (Ledyard 1995).
Building on these results, we employ various exogenous variables by means of
which we aim to create a cooperation-inducing setting among the players in one
treatment condition, and a setting that encourages defection in the other treatment
condition. To create these different settings (treatment conditions), we manipulate
the following game attributes: the opportunity to communicate and to monitor
others’ behavior, and feelings of collective solidarity.
As previous findings suggest, people who can communicate personally will
generally be more trusting and reciprocal to everyone, compared to those who have
no opportunity to communicate (Caldwell 1976, Dawes et al. 1977, Edney and
Harper 1978, Isaac and Walker 1988, Isaac et al. 1985, Rapoport 1988, Sally 1995).
Accordingly, in our high-trust treatment condition we facilitate face-to-face
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communication among the selected group members. In contrast, our low-trust
treatment condition involves a setting with full anonymity, and, hence, no
communication between participants. Another important factor that can influence
levels of contribution in such interaction settings concerns the ability of players to
monitor each other’s contributions (Caldwell 1976, Cason and Khan 1999). To
encourage cooperative behavior in our high-trust treatment condition we, therefore,
provide respondents assigned to this group with information about their group
contribution. 6 On the other hand, participants in the low-trust condition do not
receive such information. Finally, numerous studies have suggested group identity to
have a considerable impact on contributions (Dawes et al. 1977). Such a feeling of
solidarity with one’s group members, once established, is likely to motivate
individuals to contribute to the group’s welfare (Edney 1981, Kramer and Goldman
1995, Kramer and Brewer 1984). Accordingly, for our high-trust treatment condition
we seek to create a sense of collective identification by emphasizing the idea of
shared gains among the participants. For the low-trust treatment condition, we aim at
instilling individualistic thinking by providing strong incentives for selfish behavior.
Table 1 summarizes the parameter manipulations. The expectation is that
participants assigned to the voluntary contribution game in which the game attributes
are set to facilitate cooperation will contribute more, and, as a result, will be more
trusting in others (Positive condition). In contrast, participants assigned to the game
in which parameters are set to make cooperation harder are expected to contribute
less, and to be less trusting in others (Negative condition).

Table 1 Game Parameter Manipulations

Game parameter
1. Communication
2. Monitoring
3. Collective identification

Positive condition
YES
YES
HIGH

Negative condition
NO
NO
LOW
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Participants received information on the contributions submitted in their group, but contributions
were not made explicitly attributable to specific group members. This setup is in line with our
understanding of trust as the willingness to trust in the absence of full information and effective
contracting mechanisms.
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2.4.3 Game procedures
	
  
Participants were organized in three-person groups and played the voluntary
contribution game for four rounds.7 At the beginning of the game, each participant
was given a starting endowment of 14,000 Zurich Dollars (ZUD) in game-money
bills. In each round, participants could decide how much of their individual
endowment they want to contribute to a group fund, and how much they want to
keep for themselves.8 The experimenter collected the individual contributions made
by all group members, summed them up, doubled the amount, and then divided this
amount into three equal shares. Figure 1 illustrates the main attributes of the general
game setting and the treatment conditions9 based on a numerical example.

Figure 1 Game Setting and Experimental Conditions
General game setting
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Participants were not informed about the exact number of rounds they would be playing, but were
informed that this number could range from 3 to 10 to avoid drastic declines of contribution rates in
the final rounds.
8
Contributions were limited to 14,000 ZUD per round, even though some participants might
accumulate more than that amount in subsequent rounds and could then, in principle, invest more.
9
The experimental protocol presented in Supporting Information 3 outlines the implementation of the
game mechanism for each treatment condition.
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2.4.4 Participant incentives
	
  
The payoff pi to player i with contribution xi for each round is:
2
!! = ! −!! + ! ∗
3

!

!! .!
!!!

This means that each monetary unit contributed returns only two thirds of a unit to
the contributor independently of what the others do. On the one hand, if each
participant defects and contributes zero, nobody will gain anything and all players
will simply pocket their starting endowment of 14’000 ZUD. On the other hand, if
each participant cooperates fully, then each participant will take home five times the
amount of her starting endowment. If a participant cooperates but others defect, then
the cooperator ends up taking home less than her starting endowment. The payoff
structure of the game places participants in a social dilemma where defecting or
cooperating could both result in sub-optimal outcomes. Hence, xi can be seen as a
behavioral measure of a participant’s propensity to trust and cooperate in the face of
the material incentive to free ride. To create an incentive for the respondents to
participate in the experiment, they received a guaranteed participation fee of 20,000
VND (≈1 USD). Moreover, as described before, respondents had the opportunity to
earn more money during the game. All money the participant has accumulated over
the four rounds is summed up and then paid out to the participant in Vietnamese
Dong at an exchange rate of 1:1 to ZUD.
For the low-trust game version we used an additional manipulation to induce
selfishness and reduce the willingness to cooperate. Instead of converting the exact
amount of the participant’s payoff from ZUD to VND, we ranked participants in a
given group according to their payoffs from the game. The respondent with the
highest payoff, as compared to her two fellow players in the group, received 100,000
VND.10 This is about 20% more than Hanoi’s current daily minimum wage of 78,000
VND, and thus presents a non-trivial incentive. In contrast, the second placed
received 25,000 VND, while the participant with the lowest payoff received 20,000
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Participants had to achieve the single highest payoff upon completion of the 4 rounds to be awarded
100,000 VND. If two participants achieved the highest payoff, each of them received 25,000 VND,
while the respondent with the lowest payoff received 20,000 VND. In case all three participants
achieved the same payoff, each received 20,000 VND.
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VND.11 To visualize this reward structure, the experimenter (enumerator) opened a
prepared envelope that contained a 100,000 VND bill and showed it to the
respondents when explaining the game instructions. If, upon completion of the game,
the participant had achieved a final payoff of less than 100,000 VND, the
experimenter again took out the 100,000 VND bill, making sure that the participant
was watching, and distributed the actual (much lower) amount to the participant.
This approach, which involves a large and highly visible monetary difference
between payoffs among participants, was intended to reinforce the participant’s
negative experience and underline the low level of trustworthiness and cooperation.12
At the same time we conjecture that this manipulation would make participants who
achieved a payoff amount of 100,000 VND view the game in a more positive light,
despite the uncooperative setting. We account for this aspect in the empirical
analysis.

2.5 Survey
	
  
Upon completion of the game participants were asked to complete a questionnaire.
The questionnaire and the game instructions were presented in Vietnamese.13 The
first part of the questionnaire consisted of several items tapping respondents’ degree
of support for or opposition to trade liberalization. To establish a common
understanding of international trade among all participants we used the following
introductory text:
Vietnam has been opening up its economy towards other countries.
This has led to an increase in international trade. This means that
there are fewer limits for foreign producers to sell their goods and
services in Vietnam (Imports); and there are fewer limits for
producers from Vietnam to sell their goods and services in other
countries (Exports).
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This payoff structure presents a modified externality setup as compared to the one created in the
positive treatment condition as it puts greater emphasis on the individual incentives to free ride and
increases the payoff gaps between each player.
12
One alternative to this manipulation is to eliminate the guaranteed show-up fee, allowing for the
possibility that a participant could end up with no financial reward at all – based on prior informed
consent to the rules of the game. We did not pursue this option because it would have made
participants much less willing, or even completely unwilling, to participate in the subsequent survey
on trade preferences. Note that we needed to reveal the final payoff amount to each participant prior to
administering the survey in order for the treatment to have an effect.
13
We used backward translation of the questionnaire to make sure that cultural and language biases
do not lead to different understandings of the survey items.
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People hold different feelings and views about international trade,
and we are interested in your opinions on this subject. Please answer
the following questions.
Most studies on trade preferences rely on a single survey item to capture public
support for or opposition to trade liberalization. However, as stated above, trade
preferences are hardly one-dimensional, but involve various facets. Consequently,
using a single indicator to construct measures of support for trade liberalization is
highly susceptible to measurement error. This is because survey items are usually
sensitive to question wording and framing effects (Hiscox 2006). To avoid this
limitation we disaggregate the broad concept of public support for international trade
into four dimensions. Confirmatory factor analysis supports this disaggregation and
advises against aggregating all items into one variable.
The first dimension aims at capturing feelings and emotions respondents
spontaneously associate with international trade (TRADE_INTUITIVE). To this end,
we provide respondents with five sets of two words and ask them to indicate which
of the presented words in a given pair they associate international trade more
strongly with. In each pair, one word has a positive and the other word has a negative
connotation. This approach is somewhat reminiscent of (but much simpler than) an
Implicit Association Test. We then use these five items to construct a composite
measure of the intuitive dimension of trade support. Results from confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA) indicate that the survey items adequately measure the latent concept
of trade preferences as theorized.14
In constructing the second and third measure for support for (or opposition to)
trade liberalization we differentiate between pocketbook (egotropic) and sociotropic
preferences (Mansfield and Mutz 2009). In particular, we ask respondents to evaluate
the benefits of international trade for themselves (TRADE_EGO) and for their
country as a whole (TRADE_SOCIO). We rely on single-item indicators for these
two dependent variables for conceptual and empirical reasons. Conceptually, we
wanted to make sure that respondents could differentiate clearly between
individualistic and collective concerns. The two items are, arguably, straightforward
enough to achieve this with minimal measurement error. Empirically, we included a
bundle of additional items in the survey that could be regarded as capturing one or
the other facet of trade preferences. However, results from confirmatory factor
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See Appendix 3 for the results from confirmatory factor analysis.
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analysis show that there is no advantage in constructing composite indices for the
two dependent variables based on multiple items. For both variables we use a fourpoint scale with higher numbers indicating more support for international trade.
Finally, we employ a widely used item from the International Social Survey
Programme (ISSP) to measure preferences with respect to trade policy more
narrowly defined. This item asks respondents how much they agree or disagree with
the statement that the “[Respondent’s country] should limit import of foreign
products in order to protect its national economy.” (TRADE_POLICY). This variable
is recoded such that higher values indicate less support for import restrictions (and
thus more support for free trade). Table 2 presents the four dependent variables15 in
our study. Our theoretical argument, as outlined above, does not offer specific
predictions as to which of the outcome variables should be affected more by
variation in social trust. We return to this issue when discussing the results.

Table 2 Dependent Variables
Dependent variable
1 TRADE_INTUITIVE

Survey Item

Factor loadings

Weight

Generally, what is your feeling when you think about international trade: BAD-GOOD
Generally, what is your feeling when you think about international trade: THREAT-OPPORTUNITY

0.6985
0.6957

0.267
0.265

Generally, what is your feeling when you think about international trade: NO JOB-JOB

0.6559

0.229

Generally, what is your feeling when you think about international trade: HARMFUL-BENEFICIAL

0.6511

0.227

Generally, what is your feeling when you think about international trade: UNFAIR-FAIR

0.5787

0.179

2 TRADE_POLICY

Vietnam should limit the import of foreign products in order to protect its national economy.

3 TRADE_EGO

Overall, could you tell me whether you are currently benefiting from international trade or not?

4 TRADE_SOCIO

Overall, do you think that international trade is good or bad for Vietnam?

In the second part of the survey we ask respondents to report their levels of social
trust. We extract the information obtained from this part of the questionnaire to
conduct a manipulation check, which we discuss in the following section. To obtain
data for examining contingent treatment effects, the final part of the survey asks
respondents a series of questions16 concerning social demographics, including age,
gender, educational attainment, employment status, household income, income
satisfaction, and risk attitudes.17
Our main independent variable is membership in treatment groups. We define
Treatment as 1 if the participant was (randomly) assigned to the positive treatment
condition, and 0 for participants assigned to the negative treatment condition. As
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For descriptive statistics and histograms of the dependent variables, see Appendix 4 and 5,
respectively.
16
Appendix 6 presents the main control variables.
17
We generated an index to capture individuals’ risk attitudes. This index is based on five items. Its
Cronbach’s alpha is 0.66.
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noted above, participants who were assigned to the negative treatment condition but
received a premium of 100,000 VND as their payoff are likely to have experienced
the game setting in a more positive way than other participants in the negative
treatment condition. However, we do not know whether their attitudes towards
international trade are more influenced by their experience of the negative game
environment or by the positive economic outcome they have achieved. Accordingly,
to avoid underestimating the true negative effect of the negative game setting we
exclude this group of participants from the main analysis. A robustness check
confirms that including or excluding this group does not significantly affect the main
findings. 18 Figure 2 shows the distribution of participants across the treatment
conditions. Out of the 351 participants in the negative treatment group, 103 received
100,000 VND.
Figure 2 Distribution of Treatment Conditions

Manipulation check
	
  
To examine whether our treatments (in the form of participation in different versions
of the voluntary contribution game) had the intended effect, we included several
items on social trust in the survey. The most frequently used items measuring social
trust are those asked in the American General Social Survey (GSS) and the World
Values Survey (WVS). The latter has been widely used to measure cross-cultural
differences in trust. Both surveys capture trust using the following question
“Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted or that you can’t
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be too careful in dealing with people?” Several scholars have argued that this
question is far from ideal because it taps into two distinct dimensions and pushes
respondents into a questionable dichotomy – respondents are given the choice
between trust and caution, but not between trust and distrust (Yamagishi et al. 1999).
To overcome this limitation Miller and Mitamura (2003) propose to use a set of
“one-dimensional” items and then combine the measures obtained. We follow this
approach.
Drawing on several existing studies of social trust we use five survey items to
create a composite measure of trust.19 Wordings of the five trust items and their
corresponding factor loadings and coefficient weights are reported in Appendix 7. If
the manipulation of social trust via our treatment conditions was effective20, we
should find that those participants who received the positive treatment express a
higher level of trust than participants assigned to the negative treatment condition.

Positive

Negative

Figure 3 Trust Levels across Experimental Conditions
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Level of Social Trust

As shown in Figure 3, trust levels among participants assigned to the positive
treatment condition are indeed higher than trust levels of participants assigned to the
negative treatment. The difference is 17% and significant according to t-test results
(p<0.01). As noted above, social trust is difficult to manipulate in an experimental
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The TRUST variable is constructed as a weighted sum of the responses to the selected survey items
on trust. Index values are standardized to range from 0 to 1, where higher values indicate higher levels
of trust.
20
How long the treatment effect lasts, or how stable the priming effect is, might be interesting to
know, but is beyond the scope of this study. We are simply interested in finding out whether social
trust levels can be affected by an experimental treatment, and what the implications are for trade
policy preferences.
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setup. It is not surprising, therefore, that the observed effect is rather modest – but
still large enough for our purposes. In addition to changing individuals’ levels of
trust, the structural modifications of the game setting may also have triggered other
(unobserved) feelings. However, the results of the manipulation check strongly
suggest that attitudes towards trust have been successfully manipulated through
exposure to the experimental conditions, as intended.

Figure 4 Individual Contributions and Final Payoffs across Experimental Conditions
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In addition, we compare the average contributions – an indicator for the individual
act-upon component of trust – and the final payoffs between individuals in the
positive and negative treatment conditions. As shown in Figure 4, participants in the
positive treatment submitted significantly higher amounts (8,800 ZUD) as compared
to participants assigned to the defection-inducing game environment (5,100 ZUD). In
other words, contributions in the positive treatment group are as much as 71% higher
than monetary submissions in the negative group. In a similar vein, we find that final
payoffs achieved by participants in the positive treatment condition are significantly
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higher, compared to payoffs achieved by participants in the negative treatment
condition.21
From these results we conclude that the treatment design performs as
intended and hence allows for reliable causal inferences with respect to the effect of
social trust on trade preferences. Specifically, this finding suggests that false
negatives, which are usually regarded as a bigger problem in experimental research
than false positives, will be unlikely. This means that, should we not observe a
significant average treatment effect in our analysis of the trust-trade relationship, this
finding is unlikely to be due to the fact that it is difficult to manipulate social trust in
an experiment. Rather, this would indicate that social trust has no causal effect on
trade preferences.

2.6 Results
	
  
To explore whether experimental results on the trust-trade relationship obtained from
a study in Vietnam are relevant for other countries as well, we replicated the
empirical models based on Spilker et al. (2012) and Kaltenthaler and Miller (2013).
We test the correlational relationship between trust and support for international
trade with data from a national survey in Vietnam, which we implemented alongside
the experimental work in the Hanoi area. As can be seen in Table 3, the results are in
line with the two previous studies, which use data from industrialized countries
(Kaltenthaler and Miller, 2013, Spilker et al. 2012). Social trust has a significant
positive effect on ego- and sociotropic facets of support for free trade, controlling for
various other determinants, such as risk aversion, happiness, education level, etc.
This finding lends support to our presumption that social trust is a fundamental
socio-psychological factor whose implications for free-trade preferences are not
necessarily bound to a particular economic, political, or social context.22
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While participants in the positive treatment group achieved an average final payoff of 49,000 VND
upon completion of the four rounds, participants in the negative treatment group obtained 23,000
VND.
22
Note that this still leaves open the possibility that differences in these contexts lead to different
levels of social trust. Addressing this question is beyond the scope of this paper.
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Table 3 Regression Results from Survey Analysis

Trust
Risk Aversion
Happiness
Gender
Age
Education
Employment
Income
Constant

(1) TRADE_EGO

(2) TRADE_SOCIO

0.063**
(0.032)
-0.072***
(0.015)
0.123***
(0.039)
-0.029
(0.044)
-0.003
(0.018)
0.114***
(0.019)
0.092*
(0.050)
0.073**
(0.033)
1.644***
(0.218)

0.102***
(0.033)
0.011
(0.016)
0.016
(0.041)
-0.014
(0.046)
0.018
(0.019)
-0.021
(0.020)
0.011
(0.052)
-0.024
(0.035)
2.532***
(0.228)

Obs
1399
Adj. R2
0.0647
Standard errors are shown in parentheses.
***p<0.01 **p<0.05 *p<0.1

1399
0.0049

Moving to the results from the experimental work in the greater Hanoi area, we start
by describing the empirically observed distributions of our four dependent variables.
Since the original outcome measures have different ranges, we standardize them to
allow for direct comparison. For the response variable capturing the intuitive
dimension of trade preferences, we find average support levels of 70%. Similarly,
72% of the respondents view international trade as advantageous for Vietnam. With
regards to individual benefits of economic openness, 58% of the respondents indicate
that they personally benefit from trade. The lowest level of support is found for
policy-oriented attitudes towards international trade. Only 44% of the respondents do
not support import restrictions to protect the Vietnamese economy. These results
illustrate that there are considerable differences across the four variables, and that
collapsing them into one index would not be analytically useful.
We now turn to average treatment effects. Figure 5 shows the level of support
for international trade in the two experimental groups, and for each of our four
measures of support for international trade. When looking at the intuitive facet of
trade attitudes we find no significant difference between participants in the two
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treatment conditions. However, at the policy-oriented (conative) level, there is a
statistically significant difference in average support for import restrictions across the
experimental groups. In line with our theoreticalDV2:
predictions,
individuals who
TRADE_POLICY***
DV1: TRADE_INTUITIVE

received the positive treatment express less support for trade restrictions than
individuals in the negative treatment condition – the difference is 14% and
statistically significant (p<0.01).
Figure 5 Support for International Trade across Experimental Conditions
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With respect to the ego- and sociotropic dimension of trade preferences we observe
that participants in both treatment conditions are more optimistic about the collective
(sociotropic) than the individual benefits of trade. Interestingly, however, we find
that social trust has the expected positive causal effect on egotropic evaluations of
international trade, but not on sociotropic evaluations. In other words, participants
randomly assigned to the positive treatment condition are more optimistic about their
individual benefits from international trade relative to their counterparts exposed to
the negative treatment. The difference amounts to 12% and is significant at the
p<0.01 level.
The results from regression analysis as shown in Table 4 offer some
additional insights. Column 1 reports the results for our dependent variable measured
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in egotropic terms. Assignment to the positive treatment condition increases the
likelihood of a participant viewing international trade as producing positive gains for
herself. This effect is highly significant in statistical terms (p<0.01). Next, we also
test how trade attitudes are affected by the respondents’ reported attitudinal measure
of trust. Consistent with previous results based on conventional survey data our
attitudinal measure of trust is positively correlated with egotropic attitudes towards
international trade. Specifically, individuals who reported higher levels of trust are
more likely to evaluate the effects of trade on their personal welfare more positively
(column 2). However, as shown in column 3, once we include both the treatment
variable and our attitudinal measure of trust egotropic concerns vis-à-vis trade
liberalization, the effect on egotropic evaluations of trade remains positive but is no
longer statistically significant.

Table 4 regression Results from Survey Experiment
Dependent variable:
Treatment
Trust
Constant

TRADE_EGO

TRADE_POLICY

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

0.312***
(0.077)
---

---

0.279***
(0.079)
0.229
(0.164)
2.493***
(0.092)
581
0.0242

0.408***
(0.145)
---

---

0.352**
(0.148)
0.632**
(0.312)
2.711***
(0.174)
560
0.0166

2.573***
(0.059)
Obs
595
Adj. R2
0.0253
Standard errors are shown in parentheses.
***p<0.01 **p<0.05 *p<0.1

0.34**
(0.153)
2.593***
(0.080)
683
0.0057

2.971***
(0.110)
571
0.012

0.711**
(0.286)
2.886***
(0.150)
662
0.0078

On the policy-oriented dimension the results in column 4 reveal that membership in
the positive treatment condition significantly reduces the respondent’s propensity to
support import-restricting policy measures (p<0.01). Similar to the results obtained
for our egotropic trade preference variable, we also find a statistically significant
positive relationship between respondents’ reported levels of generalized trust and
their trade policy preference. In other words, more trusting individuals are less
supportive of import restrictions (column 5). The results shown in column 6 indicate
that this relationship remains statistically significant when we include the treatment
variable.
To be able to draw valid inferences from the results and establish confidence
in the internal validity of our experiment it is crucial that, on average, the samples
are balanced on potential confounding factors. In principle, random assignment of
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the treatment conditions to participants should ensure that the treatment samples are,
in expectation, similar. Section 3 of the supporting information provides a detailed
description of the randomization. Nevertheless, we also include a set of sociodemographic characteristics that have been identified as important drivers of
individual attitudes towards international trade in the existing literature. 23 These
include risk aversion, gender, age, education, income satisfaction, employment, and

whether the respondent lives in an urban or rural district.

Table 5 Regression Results including Control Variables

Dependent variable:

TRADE_EGO

TRADE_POLICY

(1)

(2)

0.325***
(0.083)
0.151
(0.169)
-0.307*
(0.177)
-0.158*
(0.082)
0.077**
(0.036)
0.041
(0.025)

0.445***
(0.154)
0.469
(0.313)
-1.165***
(0.325)
-0.057
(0.151)
0.123*
(0.066)
-0.045
(0.046)

0.038
(0.031)
Employment
0.086
(0.086)
Urban
-0.021
(0.090)
Constant
2.081***
(0.278)
Obs
564
2
Adj. R
0.0469
Standard errors are shown in parentheses.
***p<0.01 **p<0.05 *p<0.1

-0.051
(0.057)
-0.092
(0.158)
0.327**
(0.164)
3.017***
(0.509)
546
0.0774

Treatment
Trust
Risk Aversion
Female
Education
Income Satisfaction
Age
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In previous studies some of these individual characteristics have been found to have a strong impact
on how individuals think about trade liberalization. For example, most studies find a positive effect of
education on levels of support for international trade (Ehrlich et al. 2010, Kaltenthaler et al. 2004,
Mansfield and Mutz 2009, Mayda and Rodrik 2005, O’Rourke and Sinnott 2001). Results from other
studies show that older respondents, those without regular employment, and married individuals are
more supportive of protectionism (Ehrlich et al. 2010, Mansfield and Mutz 2009). Finally, numerous
studies point to a gender gap in support levels for trade liberalization with women exhibiting stronger
protectionist attitudes as compared to men (Beaulieu and Napier 2009, Burgoon and Hiscox 2008,
Mayda and Rodrik 2005).	
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In line with our findings from the means analysis, the results in Table 5 indicate that
assignment to the positive treatment condition increases support for trade
liberalization. For both egotropic evaluation of international trade (column 1) and
policy-oriented trade preference (column 2) we find that, after controlling for the
socio-demographic characteristics of respondents, treatment membership still has
positive effect (p<0.01). For both dependent variables most control variables have
the expected effects. In particular, we find that more risk adverse people are less
supportive of trade. Furthermore, higher education is positively associated with protrade attitudes.

2.7 Discussion
	
  
When discussing the results obtained in our study, it is important to be mindful of
some general boundary conditions underlining existing research on trade policy
preferences (and probably other research on public opinion as well). Most of the
existing research is based on secondary survey data from sources such as the World
Values Survey, the American National Election Studies, the International Social
Survey Program, the Eurobarometer, etc. As these surveys usually include only one
item on trade policy preferences, the single outcome measure may not fully explain
this multi-dimensional concept. Moreover, research that engendered non-findings to
specific hypotheses that could also contribute to the academic literature is rarely
published. In this research, we have sought to overcome these limitations in the sense
of generating original data and using multiple items to better encapsulate trade policy
preferences, and by reporting all statistical results (including non-significant effects).
The choice of adopting this multi-faceted approach may produce more complex
results that require deeper theoretical and empirical analysis, but it would also
uncover more nuanced insights and stimulate further rigorous debates to enrich the
literature.
Whereas existing observational studies find a robust positive correlation
between social trust and trade preferences (Kaltenthaler and Miller 2013, Spilker et
al. 2012), our results offer somewhat more mixed support for the trust-trade
hypothesis. They also suggest that it is analytically important to decompose the
concept of support for (opposition to) international trade into several dimensions of
the phenomenon. We find that social trust does not have a uniform causal effect on
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all dimensions of trade preferences. Individuals in our high-trust treatment condition
evaluate the implications of international trade for their personal well-being more
positively, compared to individuals in the low-trust condition. Similarly, individuals
in the high-trust treatment condition are less supportive of import-restricting
measures. In contrast, we find no causal effect of social trust on the other two trade
preference variables, i.e. sociotropic evaluations of international trade and intuitive
associations with trade.
One possible reading of these mixed results could be that they simply reflect
the difficulty of inducing variation in social trust through experimental treatments.
While it is certainly true that designing effective treatments to this end is very
challenging (this also applies to most other factors that have been found to have a
significant impact on individual trade preferences, e.g., political ideology,
nationalism, cosmopolitanism, environmentalism, risk aversion), our manipulation
checks show that the treatment design performed reasonably well. Hence our main
results are unlikely to be “false negatives”.
Another potential reason for why we do not find significant average treatment
effects for two of our outcome measures (TRADE_INTUITIVE and TRADE_SOCIO)
may be the combination of little variation and a ceiling effect in these two dependent
variables. Indeed, as shown in Appendix 4, the standard deviations of the two
measures are very small. Appendix 5 shows the distribution of each dependent
variable. Graphical inspection reveals that the distribution of observations in these
variables is quite strongly skewed towards high levels of support for trade. In
contrast, the distributions of the two variables for which we observe strong and
significant positive treatment effects (TRADE_EGO and TRADE_POLICY) are
normal, and their standard deviations are much larger. Hence, in light of the superior
statistical properties of the dependent variables capturing egotropic trade preferences
and policy-oriented trade preferences, we regard the results for these two variables as
more robust.
Furthermore, social trust is a fundamental socio-psychological characteristic
of the individual. One should thus expect it to impact first and foremost on egotropic evaluations of international trade. In contrast, individual evaluations of the
impact of international trade on the country as a whole are more likely to be
influenced by macro-economic indicators communicated by public institutions or the
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mass media (e.g., growth, unemployment, inflation rates). Additional results from
regression analysis lend some support to this presumption. As shown in Appendix 8,
none of our measures of trust, including treatment membership, average monetary
contributions as a behavioral measure of trust, and reported (attitudinal) levels of
trust have a significant effect on respondents’ socio-tropic evaluations of trade. Note
that such distinctions between effects of different measures for social trust on
different dimensions of trade preference cannot be made when using standard survey
data analysis (see Table 3), where both egotropic and sociotropic trade preferences
seem to be positively correlated with levels of trust.

2.8 Conclusion
	
  
While the existing literature on trade policy preferences focuses quite heavily on how
distributional implications of trade affect people’s views on the issue, recent research
is particularly interested in examining the role of non-economic determinants. We
follow the latter line of research and study the causal effects of social trust, a
fundamental socio-psychological factor that features prominently in the literature on
social capital. The research reported in this paper builds and expands on existing
observational studies by analyzing the trust-trade relationship in an experimental
setting that breaks new methodological ground. We analyze the causal impact of
social trust on trade preferences, based on an approach that uses an interactive
experiment in a natural (field) setting to create treatment conditions that are
embedded in a survey on trade preferences.
For logistical and cost reasons it might be rather challenging, but is clearly
feasible to implement a study with this design in an advanced industrialized country
like Canada, Germany, France, the UK or the US. In any event, we are confident that
our experimental results from the greater Hanoi area are relevant beyond this
particular geographic context. Results from a national survey in Vietnam,
implemented in parallel with the experimental work, show that the distributions on
key variables are very similar across the two samples. Moreover, our correlational
study replicating empirical models of two previous studies shows that the results for
Vietnam are very similar to earlier study results for Switzerland, the United States,
and some other industrialized countries. These findings suggest that social trust acts
as a fundamental socio-psychological driver independently of the specific economic,
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political, or social context – though variation in such contexts may of course be
associated with different levels of generalized social trust in the first place.
Further research could try and design treatments that induce stronger
variation in social trust, though ethical limits will certainly prevent research from
using a “sledge hammer” approach for such purposes. Also, more conceptual and
empirical research is needed on how to measure trade preferences, on how to
aggregate different measures, and on why specific determinants of trade preferences
might have differing effects, depending on how trade preferences are measured.
Interestingly, the already quite voluminous literature on trade preferences has almost
completely bypassed this issue, the standard being studies that use single-indicator
(survey) items for the dependent variable. Yet another interesting option for further
research could be to focus also on the implications of other facets of trust, such as
trust in specific domestic or international institutions, or trust in other countries and
their citizens.
Finally, we submit that implementing interactive games with non-trivial
material incentives outside the university laboratory, with “ordinary” citizens in a
natural setting as participants, and using these games to generate treatment
conditions for survey-embedded experiments provides a promising avenue for
exploring various questions that are of interest to comparative politics, political
economy, and international relations scholars.
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2.9 Appendices
	
  
Appendix 1 Comparison of Key Variables across National Survey and Survey Experiment

Survey Experiment National
(Hanoi area)
Survey
Trade is beneficial for individual (in %).
58
53.3
Trade is beneficial for VN (in %).
72
61.7
Opposition to import restriction (in %).
44.3
40.1
Generally, others can be trusted (in %).
59.8
68
Age
35.7
38.5
Education level1
5.4
4
2
Income level
3.74
4
Employment (in %)
63.45
74.34
1
Education levels range between 1 (no education) and 7 (post-graduate).
2
Income levels range between 1 (lowest) and 10 (highest).
Appendix 2 Selection of Urban and Rural Districts

Hanoi Urban No. of wards
No. of
Hanoi Rural No. of wards
No. of
District
selected
interviewees
District
selected
interviewees
Sơn Tây
2
42
Đan Phượng
Tây Hồ
2
39
Phúc Thọ
Hoàn Kiếm
1
39
Quốc Oai
Thanh Xuân
Thanh Oai
Cầu Giấy
2
45
Mỹ Đức
Ba Đình
2
39
Thạch Thất
2
51
Long Biên
Phú Xuyên
Hà Đông
1
39
Ứng Hòa
Hai Bà Trưng
2
42
Hoài Đức
2
51
Hoàng Mai
Mê Linh
2
51
Đống Đa
Thanh Trì
Thường Tín
Gia Lâm
2
51
Ba Vì
2
54
Sóc Sơn
Chương Mỹ
2
54
Đông Anh
2
51
Từ Liêm
2
54
Note: Selected districts are highlighted
Total
28
702
Appendix 3 Results of Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Model: Single factor (N=691)
TRADE_INTUITIVE

chi2
8.76

df
CFI RMSEA
5 0.996
0.033

AIC
BIC
10361.79 10429.87

***p<0.01 **p<0.05 *p<0.1
CFI = Comparative Fit Index; RMSEA= Root Mean Square Residual
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Appendix 4 Descriptive Statistics for Dependent Variables

Variable

Obs

Latent construct:
TRADE_INTUITIVE
Single items:
TRADE_EGO
TRADE_SOCIO
TRADE_POLICY

Mean

SD

Min

Max

691

0.755

0.184

0

1

698
697
674

2.742
3.162
3.217

0.943
0.683
1.716

1
1
1

4
4
6

Appendix 5 Distribution of Dependent Variables
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Appendix 6 Control Variables

Gender
Age groups
Educational attainment

	
  

What is the highest level of
education that you have attained?

(0) Male, (1) Female
(1) 18-24, (2) 25-34, (3) 3544, (4) 45-54, (5) 55-64
(1) No formal education
(2) Incomplete primary school
(3) Complete primary school
(4) Incomplete secondary
school
(5) Complete secondary
school
(6) Incomplete universitylevel education
(7) Complete university-level
education
47

Income satisfaction

How satisfied are you with the
financial situation of your
household?

Employment
Risk attitude (latent
construct)

•
•
•
•
•

Safety first.
I do not take risks with my
health.
I prefer to avoid risks.
I take risks regularly.
I view myself as a … Risk
avoider/Risk seeker.

(1) Completely dissatisfied –
(6) Completely satisfied
(0) Not working
(1) Paid employment
Higher values indicate higher
risk aversion.

Appendix 7 Survey Items and Factor Loadings in Constructing TRUST Index
Survey Item

Factor loadings

Weights
0.244

Most people tell a lie when it is for their benefit.

0.4759

Most people do not cooperate because they only pursue their own interests. Thus, things that
could be done well through cooperation often fail because of these people.

0.4584

0.23

Those people devoted to unselfish causes are often exploited by others.

0.4359

0.218

Would you say that most of the time most people are trying to be helpful or that they are
mostly just looking out for themselves?

0.5094

0.278

Do you think most people would try to take advantage of you if they got a chance, or would
they try to be fair?

0.4855

0.259

Appendix 8 Regression Analysis
Dependent variable: Socio-Tropic Evaluation of International Trade

Treatment
Trust
Average contributions

(1)

(2)

0.001
(0.068)
0.197
(0.122)
-0.01
(0.009)

0.074
(0.071)
0.198
(0.125)
-0.015
(0.009)
-0.046
(0.130)
-0.068
(0.061)
-0.017
(0.027)
0.004
(0.018)
0.023
(0.026)
0.09
(0.063)
0.109
(0.066)
3.121***
(0.210)
552
0.0059

Risk Aversion
Female
Education
Income Satisfaction
Age
Employment
Urban
Constant

3.122***
(0.082)
Obs
575
Adj. R2
0.0013
Standard errors are shown in parentheses.
***p<0.01 **p<0.05 *p<0.1
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2.10 Supporting information
	
  
Supporting Information 1 National Survey

The survey was conducted in five key areas of Vietnam: Hai Phong, Hanoi, Da Nang, Ho Chi
Minh City, and Can Tho, during July and August 2013. The data was collected in face-to-face
interviews with a stratified random sample (based on a multi-stage probability sampling
design) of 1’400 respondents aged 18 to 64 years. Design details are available from the
authors upon request.
City
Ho Chi Minh City
Hanoi
Hai Phong
Can Tho
Da Nang

Population
Sample
Total Urban in % Rural in % Urban Rural
7'162'909
83.32
16.68
400
80
6'451'909
40.99
59.01
180 260
1'837'173
46.06
59.34
74
86
1'188'435
65.9
34.1
105
55
887'435
86.87
13.13
139
21
17'527'861
62.83
37.17
898 502

Total
480
440
160
160*
160*
1'400

*Note: We used booster sampling to make the sample size in these two cities large enough for analysis purposes.

Supporting Information 2 Description of Multi-stage Sampling Design

According to the latest Census data (Census 2009-2010), Hanoi has a total population of 6.5
million, of which 41% live in the city’s urban area, and 59% lives in rural districts. We
selected seven urban districts and eight rural districts via a random draw. For each of the
selected districts we then used a list of all its wards and communes and chose two wards.
Next, we selected the starting points. Since a list of households within a ward was often not
available, we selected the starting point based on specific geographic locations, such as the
ward/commune People Committee’s building, the house of the ward leader, or the ward’s
central market square. In each of the selected wards/communes we chose one starting point.
The street in which the starting point is located divides the ward/commune into two blocks.
For logistical reasons, all respondents in a given block received the same treatment condition.
For the experiment in which participants were primed for higher social trust levels,
interviewers contacted every third household starting from the venue in which the interactive
game was later implemented. Meanwhile, in the block from which participants for the
experiment in which participants were primed for lower social trust were recruited, each
interviewer was given a different starting address. From these selected starting addresses
interviewers contacted every third household.
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Supporting Information 3 Experimental Protocol

Positive Treatment Condition To provide a common space where the participants could see
each other when playing the voluntary contribution game we asked persons selected into this
treatment condition to come to a meeting point. In most cases these meeting points were the
local community center, or the house of the ward leader. These buildings are typically located
in the center of the ward or commune and are, therefore, easily accessible. We asked our staff
to contact the households according to the study’s sampling strategy and invite individuals to
go to the selected venue to take part in the experiment. At the site, the field experimenters in
charge were instructed to administer the experiment whenever there was a sufficient number
of participants (i.e. three) present and ready. The three participants who were to form a group
were called into a room and seated at a table. The participants were asked to read the game
instructions and were permitted to discuss the details of the game in their group. During the
discussion the experimenter was not present in the room.
The game started with the oldest participant making her contribution. One after the
other, each member was then asked to step behind a screen and put her contribution into an
envelope. Once the participant had made her contribution, the experimenter collected the
contribution from the envelope, and the next participant was asked to make her contribution
following the same procedure. The experimenter documented participants’ contribution on a
sheet of paper (in random order) and calculated the sum as well as the payoff for each group
member. One at a time, the players then returned to the place behind the screen to receive
their payoff, to learn about the contributions made by their group, and to make their
contribution for the next round. To create a sense of collective identity participants were told
that this study was also carried out in other districts in Hanoi, and that the goal was to
compare group contributions across districts. Recruiting individuals from the same
neighborhood increased the likelihood that the participants already knew each other. The
opportunity to communicate was meant to reinforce this familiarity between group members.
Negative Treatment Condition In this setup the game was implemented with participants
remaining inside their homes. That is, one interviewer handled one respondent at a time. This
setup ensured that neither the interviewers nor the participants knew with whom the
respective participant had been matched, and there was complete anonymity among the
participants. Once a participant agreed to take part in the experiment, the staff member
notified the main experimenter, who was posted in the center of the ward. As soon as the
main experimenter had the information that three participants were ready to start the game,
she informed the field experimenters that they can begin. All communication between the
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main experimenter and the experimenters in the field was via mobile phone text messages.
The experimenters were instructed to wait up to ten minutes after having notified the main
experimenter. Within that time the experimenter started explaining the game procedures to the
participant. If the experimenter did not receive any news from the main experimenter within
that time, she had to end the experiment and start with anew at the next household.
Each participant was informed that she is playing with two other anonymous
participants. The voluntary contribution mechanism started with the participant telling her
experimenter how much she wanted to contribute to the group fund. Each of the three
experimenters then reported the amount of their respective participant to the main
experimenter. Once the main experimenter had received the individual contributions from all
three experimenters, she calculated the share of each participant and reported back to the field
experimenters the individual payoffs of the respective round. The field experimenter informed
the participant about her individual payoff and her corresponding rank after each round. To
emphasize individual efforts the participants were told that the experiment was also carried
out in other districts in Hanoi, and that the goal was to compare individual contributions.
Supporting Information 4 Analysis of the 100k Premium Winners

Those who gained the 100k premium exhibited a medium level of social trust, which lends
further support to our findings in the main analysis. In particular, those who received the
positive treatment showed the highest level of social trust. This difference is significant at the
p<0.01 level when comparing their level of trust with respondents who received the 100k
premium. Compared to respondents in the negative condition, the 100k premium earners
report higher levels of trust, though this difference is not statistically significant. As expected,
those who received the 100k premium contributed the least. With regards to individual
payoffs, i.e. the accumulated amount of money each individual retained after the four rounds
and prior to the ranking rule, respondents in the positive treatment obtained the highest payoff
relative to both the premium winners and respondents in the negative condition. Those who
earned 100k obtained higher payoffs than their counterparts in the negative condition. Once
again, these results indicate that the treatment conditions were effective. Table 1 summarizes
the results.
For all five dependent variables, we find that the premium winners were more
supportive of international trade relative to participants assigned to the negative treatment.
Differences between groups are significant (p<0.1) for the policy-oriented (conative) outcome
variable (TRADE_ISSP), and sociotropic evaluations of international trade (TRADE_SOCIO).
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However, there are no systematic differences between participants who received the 100k
premium and participants in the positive treatment.
Table 1 Average level of trust, contributions and payoffs across treatment groups

mean of trust

0 .1 .2 .3 .4 .5

Average Level of Social Trust

Negative

100k Premium

Positive

mean contributions
0 2 4 6 8

Average Contribution Amounts

Negative

100k Premium

Positive

mean payoffs

0 10 20 30 40 50

Average Payoff Amounts

Negative

	
  

	
  

100k Premium

Positive
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3. Free Trade and/or Environmental Protection?
	
  
Thomas Bernauer and Quynh Nguyen

Abstract
Many political leaders of the Global South oppose linkages between trade liberalization and
environmental protection. We examine whether citizens in developing countries share this
position. Whereas a recent study finds that, in industrialized countries, environmental
concerns are associated with protectionist sentiments, we hypothesize that citizens in poorer
countries are likely to view the trade-environment nexus in a more positive light. We fielded a
combination of surveys and conjoint experiments in Costa Rica, Nicaragua, and Vietnam to
test this argument. The results show that citizens are concerned about negative environmental
implications of trade. Yet, individuals with greener preferences are also more supportive of
trade liberalization. Furthermore, and in contrast to prevailing government rhetoric, the
majority of citizens support environmental clauses in trade agreements. These findings
suggest that there might be room for more ambitious efforts to include environmental
standards in international trade agreements.

Keywords
Environmental Kuznets Curve, Preferential Trade Agreements, Conjoint Analysis
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3.1 Introduction
	
  
Concerns about the impact of free trade and investment on the natural environment are
playing an increasingly important role in political debates about economic globalization.
Environmental activists in particular fear that economic globalization contributes to the
worsening of environmental conditions in developing countries. These types of concerns have
contributed to a significant political backlash against free trade in many Western countries.
The traditional literature on individual trade policy preferences tends to regard such concerns
as protectionism in disguise. Yet more recent studies find that individuals may express
opposition to or discomfort with free trade because they are sincerely concerned about the
potential negative effects of trade on environmental conditions (Ehrlich 2010). In many
industrialized countries, these concerns have not only increased demand for the provision of
green public goods (Franzen and Meyer 2010). They have also led to demands for the
inclusion of environmental protection standards in international trade agreements.
In response, many political leaders from advanced industrialized countries have tried
to link environmental protection issues with trade liberalization within the World Trade
Organization (WTO) and beyond. However, many political leaders from the Global South
have voiced their opposition to linking trade liberalization with environmental protection and
have condemned what they consider green protectionism by industrialized countries. For
instance, at the preparatory meeting of the UN Conference on Sustainable Development in
May 2010 in New York, the Chinese delegation stressed that “(…) the international
community (…) should resolutely oppose the practice of erecting “green barriers” and
engaging in trade protectionism under the pretext of environmental protection”.24
Many environmental activists interpret such reluctance to include environmental
provisions in trade agreements as evidence for a transnational capitalist collusion at the
expense of citizens. They assume that leaders from developing countries tend to profit
personally from attracting “dirty” foreign investment, but pass on negative environmental
consequences to (usually poorer parts of) their population. The inclusion of environmental
clauses in trade agreements would thus undermine their competitiveness in the production of
pollution-intensive goods and would thus reduce their rents. Advocates of this view have
repeatedly demanded that citizens of poor countries be protected from such abuse by
conditioning trade liberalization on environmental standards.
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Third World Network. 2002. “The ‘green economy’ debate unfolds in the UN.” May 22, 2010,
http://www.twnside.org.sg/title2/sdc2012/sdc2012.100502.htm, accessed: January 5, 2014.
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This is where an interesting question about potential differences between elite preferences and
ordinary citizen preferences arises. Focusing on the effect of environmental concerns on
attitudes towards trade liberalization among citizens in an advanced industrialized country,
Switzerland, Bechtel et al. (2012) find that concerns about the environment significantly
decrease public support for free trade. The authors interpret their results as evidence for a shift
from material to post-material values as societies develop and prosper, as theorized by
Inglehart (1995, 1997). Following this argument, we should then expect citizens in less
affluent countries to be less concerned about the environment and to prioritize economic
growth (and thus also free trade) over environmental quality.
The empirical findings presented in this paper suggest, however, that there is a
disparity between elite and mass public preferences in developing countries with respect to
the trade-environment nexus. In particular, we find that, in contrast to the post-material values
argument, citizens in developing countries are strongly concerned about negative effects of
free trade on the environment. Yet, unlike their wealthy counterparts in industrialized
countries, their environmental concerns do not translate into reduced support for free trade.
Rather, environmental concerns and public support for international trade are positively
correlated. This finding is in line with a recent study by Vincent et al. (2014), which observes
that public demand for forest conservation in developing countries has increased, whereas
forest protection policies of governments have lagged behind citizen demands. Furthermore,
our results indicate that there is strong support for the inclusion of environmental clauses in
PTAs, and that individuals prefer PTAs with countries that have higher environmental
standards.
In light of our results, the refusal by many developing country leaders to link
environmental protection to trade liberalization should be reassessed. It appears that there is
some room for more ambitious efforts to incorporate environmental standards in international
trade agreements.
The empirical strategy for this study relies on a combination of standard surveys and
conjoint experiments in three developing countries that differ in their economic and political
system characteristics as well as in their environmental protection records: Costa Rica (mature
democracy, upper-income developing country, high environmental standards), Nicaragua
(partly democratic, low-income developing country, low environmental standards), and
Vietnam (autocracy, low-income developing country, low environmental standards).
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Our contribution to the literature on the trade-environment nexus is threefold: First, while
most research on environmental preferences and other post-material values has focused
primarily on advanced industrialized countries, we examine preferences in developing
countries. Second, we provide theoretical arguments for why citizens’ perceptions of the
trade-environment nexus are likely to differ between industrialized and developing countries.
Third, we rely on original survey data and data from a conjoint experiment to test our
theoretical arguments.
The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. We first review arguments on the
potential effects of trade liberalization on the environment. In the next section we present our
theoretical argument with regards to how the trade-environment linkage is likely to be
perceived by citizens from industrialized and developing countries. The following sections
present the research design and data, the empirical findings, and discuss their implications.

3.2 Trade-Environment Linkages: From the Macro- to the Micro-Level
	
  
In this section we start with a brief look at (contradictory) macro-level arguments about the
trade-environment nexus. We then move to the micro-level, first focusing on industrialized
countries and then discussing what to expect in developing countries.

3.2.1 Contradictory Macro-Level Arguments
	
  
International trade is seen by many as promoting economic growth, but there is widespread
controversy about its impact on the natural environment. Globalization optimists typically
concede that economic integration may have short-term negative implications for the
environment. However, in the medium to long run, trade is believed to contribute to
environmental improvement. This view is based on the so-called Environmental Kuznets
Curve (EKC) (Grossman and Krueger 1995, Selden and Song 1994). The EKC hypothesis
holds that per capita pollution intensifies at the early stages of economic development, but
then levels off and decreases once a country and its citizens have reached higher income
levels. In analogy to Kuznets’ argument on the relationship between income inequality and
development level25, the EKC hypothesis thus posits an inverted-U relationship between
income levels and environmental pressure.
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Kuznets (1955) depicted the relationship between per capita income and income inequality as an inverted-Ushaped curve. As per capita income increases, income inequality also increases at first and then starts declining
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In the takeoff stage of industrialization, pollution hikes up as resource depletion and waste
generation increase in quantity and toxicity. In addition, there is low public demand for
environmental conservation because people are more concerned about job and incomes
(Dasgupta et al. 2002, Dinda 2004). Similarly, on the supply side, political entities (e.g.
states) do not have sufficient funds to pay for pollution abatement, and environmental
regulations are, correspondingly, weak. When the shift towards less pollution-intensive
industrial sectors and services sets in at higher levels of economic development and income
moves beyond the EKC turning point, pollution levels start to fall. This transition is
accompanied by growing environmental awareness among the general public, greater
willingness and capacity to pay for environmental quality, and more effective environmental
policies. Therefore, to the extent that international trade provides a stimulus for economic
growth, proponents of the EKC argument assert that economic integration, including more
trade, will eventually have a positive impact on the environment.
Critics claim, however, that environmental quality is likely to decline as increasing
trade (and especially exports) contributes to expanding the size of the economy, which
aggravates pollution. In addition to the sheer size effect, trade may also create more
competitive pressure, especially between developed and developing countries with different
environmental standards. In search for lower production costs and higher returns, firms that
engage in the production of pollution-intensive goods may have an incentive to relocate to
“pollution havens”, i.e., countries with weaker environmental regulations (see Cole 2004,
Mani and Wheeler 1998). Pessimists believe that, as a result, international investment is
driven towards countries with lower environmental standards (typically poor, developing
countries), while the threat of relocation creates pressure on policymakers in wealthy
industrialized countries to relax existing high environmental standards.
In sum, existing theory on trade-income-environmental linkages yields contradictory
arguments. On the one hand, more trade could have a pollution increasing effect. On the other
hand, trade could also contribute to pollution reductions. However, interesting presumptions
about individual level preferences can be derived from these macro-level mechanisms
connecting trade, economic development and environmental protection standards.

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
after a turning point. In other words, in the early stage of income growth the distribution of income becomes
more unequal and then the distribution moves towards greater equality as economic growth continues (Kuznets
1955).
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3.2.2 Micro-Level Implications
	
  
How do individual-level preferences concerning trade and environmental protection relate?
According to the Environmental Kuznets Curve (EKC) argument, much of the presumed
beneficial effect of trade for the environment depends on the economic gains accrued from the
process of trade liberalization. Only once income levels move beyond a specific point,
improvements of environmental quality are likely to be realized. At that turning point, citizens
have reached a certain level of economic wellbeing and, presumably, become more willing to
forgo further economic gains in favor of more environmental protection. This greater
willingness to pay for environmental quality can be attributed to three interrelated factors: 1)
income elasticity of demand for environmental quality, 2) societal value change, and 3)
general perception of international trade.
First, numerous models of the EKC argument have emphasized the role of income
elasticity of environmental quality demand as an important determinant of the shape of the
(pollution-type specific) EKC (Beckerman 1992, Carson et al. 1997, Chaudhuri and Pfaff
1998, McConnell 1997). Accordingly, when a society achieves a sufficiently high standard of
living, its citizens’ willingness to pay for environmental protection rises by a greater
proportion than income (Roca 2003, Selden and Song 1994). Empirical manifestations
include increased voluntary contributions to environmental organizations and greater
expenditures for environmentally friendly products. In addition, higher income levels do not
only result in greater willingness to spend more for green products, but also promote greater
public demand for environmental protection standards. For example, using household-level
data from Pakistan, Chaudhuri and Pfaff (1998) find improvements of indoor air quality
(through the purchase of environmental quality enhancing goods) among higher-earning
households. Testing the existence of an emission-income relation for the United States, Kahn
(1998) shows that richer households are likely to own more vehicles and to drive more, but
they are also more likely to invest in more expensive, newer and cleaner cars.
Second, following Inglehart’s (1995, 1997) work on value change in modern societies,
some authors argue that public concern for the environment stems from the emergence of
post-materialist values. Such a shift in fundamental values takes place as societies develop
and prosper, and their members start prioritizing non-economic values, including
environmental protection, over economic welfare. In particular, this process is facilitated by
unprecedented economic affluence in industrialized nations in the postwar era. Since the
emergence of post-materialist values is viewed as dependent on widespread affluence, this
suggests that citizens from less affluent countries will be less concerned about environmental
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problems and less supportive of environmental protection than their counterparts in wealthy
nations.
Third, several studies on individual trade preferences have shown that trade is a
complex policy issue in which most citizens take rather little interest and about which they
know quite little (Cobb and Nance 2012, Guisinger 2009, Hiscox 2006). Thus, individuals’
views and perceptions about international trade are likely to be influenced by cues provided
by media coverage and political campaign rhetoric (Mutz and Mansfield 2013). In their
content analysis of newspapers and television, Mutz and Mansfield (2013), for instance, find
that coverage in US media of economic globalization’s negative consequences dominates
over reports about potential benefits. In particular, news about job losses dominates the
content of media coverage on international trade. Such a shift in the public perception of the
impact of economic globalization is also prevalent in other industrialized nations. As results
from a cross-country survey by the Pew Research Center (2014) show, skepticism towards
international trade is particularly high in France, Italy and Japan.
Taken together, these arguments and corresponding empirical evidence suggest that in
wealthy, advanced industrialized countries citizens are likely to view economic globalization
in general, and international trade in particular, as having negative implications for
environmental quality. While most globalization critics do not deny that trade tends to have
positive effects on economic growth, they are worried about negative implications of
economic growth and trade on environmental quality and sustainable development more
generally. Consequently, they tend to regard the trade-environment linkage in terms of a
tradeoff, with more trade leading to worse environmental quality, and vice versa. Empirically,
we should thus observe a negative relationship between green preferences and public support
for international trade. Indeed Bechtel, Bernauer, and Meyer (2012) argue that environmental
concerns help us understand how individuals evaluate the costs and benefits of economic
integration. Using survey data from a high-income country, Switzerland, the authors in fact
find that respondents’ reported concerns for the environment correlate positively with
protectionist sentiment.

3.2.3 What about Citizens in the Global South?
	
  
How is the trade-environment nexus likely to be perceived by citizens in developing
countries? Following the arguments discussed above, we submit that, at first glance, one
should expect no association between individuals’ environmental attitudes and their trade
policy preferences. We argue, however, that this presumption needs to be qualified, and that
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developing country citizens’ perceptions of the trade-environment linkage are unlikely to
simply be the opposite of preferences of citizens in industrialized countries.
To begin with, according to the EKC argument, greater demand for environmental
quality is viewed as dependent on widespread affluence. This suggests that citizens from less
prosperous countries will be less concerned about environmental problems and less
supportive of environmental protection than their counterparts from wealthy nations. Yet, as
many authors argue, concern for the environment and appreciation for environmental
protection is related not only to income, but also to people’s direct experiences with local
environmental degradation, which is often more visible and severe in poor than in rich
countries (Brechin and Kempton 1994, Dunlap and Mertig 1995, Grossman and Krueger
1995). Inglehart (1995, 1997) notes that while individuals in affluent societies endorse proenvironmental attitudes in the process of adopting post-materialist values, citizens in poorer
countries develop concern for the environment when facing pressing environmental problems.
Consequently, environmental quality and the protection thereof are increasingly seen as part
of a broader effort to secure human survival worldwide, rather than simply a post-materialist
“higher order” value in specific (rich) countries (Ladd 1982). Therefore, environmental
awareness and concern are, presumably, present not only among citizens of affluent societies,
but also among citizens of poor, developing countries.
As noted above, however, higher average incomes in industrialized countries tend to
contribute to greater willingness to forego further economic gains in order to protect the
environment. In contrast, for people in developing countries, who have lower incomes on
average, income and job creation are likely to be greater priorities, relative to health and other
costs of pollution. From the perspective of developing country citizens, trade liberalization is
likely to be viewed as an important policy tool that a developing country can use to advance
its economic growth and development objectives. For example, a statement by Zambia’s
foreign minister illustrates the significance of foreign direct investment (FDI) for advancing a
country’s development: “There is no country that has fought poverty without attracting FDI,
(…) so let us not resist and discourage FDI since it is good for us as capital for job creation
and technology transfer.”26 This positive view of economic globalization also seems to be
shared by the wider public. While public support for international economic integration
appears to be waning in many industrialized nations, publics in developing countries
overwhelmingly view international trade and global business ties as beneficial for their
country (Pew Research Center 2014). In particular, there seems to be widespread belief that
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growing international business ties generate jobs and increase wages in the local economy.
In addition to generally positive views on the income-increasing effect of trade,
citizens in developing countries are likely to be more positive about the environmental
benefits from economic integration compared to their counterparts in rich nations. As argued
above, such optimism does not imply a lack of awareness concerning adverse environmental
effects of international trade. However, while the trade-environment relationship tends to be
viewed as a tradeoff in wealthy, developed countries, international trade is likely to be
perceived as having both economic and environmental benefits, at least in the medium to long
run.
First, economic openness can facilitate the international diffusion of environmental
standards. According to the “California effect”, major economic powers can internationalize
their environmental standards by imposing product standards on imports (Vogel 1995). As
Vogel explains: “when rich nations with large domestic markets enact stricter product
standards, their trading partners are forced to meet those standards in order to maintain their
export markets.” (1995: 6). Since industrialized countries with higher environmental
standards absorb the bulk of developing country exports, free trade can contribute to
increasing environmental standards in developing countries. For example, Birdsall and
Wheeler (1993) find that, in Chile, the need to maintain access to industrial countries’ markets
for fruit and vegetable exports was a consideration in the country’s decision to invest in a new
sewage system. To examine whether international trade encourages the adoption of a
voluntary environmental regime (ISO 14001), Prakash and Potoski (2006) examine 108
countries over seven years. They find that the average country is likely to have higher ISO
14001 adoption rates if the adoption rates in its trade partner countries are higher. They
interpret this finding as evidence of a trading-up (international diffusion) effect in private
environmental standard setting.
Second, most developing countries rely on foreign direct investment from rich
countries, where innovations have generated significantly cleaner technologies, as the primary
means of technology acquisition. Dasgupta et al. (2002) note that even in countries with low
environmental standards, many firms have adopted these cleaner technologies because they
are more profitable. Increased economic openness allows firms from developing countries to
acquire cleaner technologies at lower cost and increases the competitive pressure to adopt
them if they are also more efficient (Reppelin-Hill 1999, Wheeler and Martin 1993). Thus,
firms in economically open developing countries tend to adopt cleaner technologies more
quickly (Birdsall and Wheeler 1993, Wheeler and Martin 1993).
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Based on these arguments, we hypothesize that, in contrast to what has been observed for
rich, industrialized countries, in developing countries the association between green attitudes
and public support for trade liberalization is likely to be positive. By implication, deriving
from the above argument on technology diffusion and trading-up, we also expect citizens in
developing countries to prefer trade relations with countries that have higher environmental
standards.

3.3 Empirical Design
	
  
To test our hypothesis, we use two empirical strategies. First, we analyze original
observational data from population-based surveys to find out whether the relationship
between environmental concerns and attitudes towards international trade is in fact positive,
as hypothesized. Second, based on the survey and a conjoint-experiment, we examine
whether, as hypothesized, citizens in developing countries prefer trade relations with
countries that have higher environmental standards.
The empirical analysis focuses on Costa Rica, Nicaragua, and Vietnam – three
countries that differ strongly in their levels of development, political system characteristics,
and environmental protection standards. We are interested in whether the hypothesized effects
hold across very different types of developing countries, or whether they are moderated by
country characteristics. Costa Rica is clearly the richest of the three countries. Nicaragua and
Vietnam’s per capita income level is about one quarter of the income in Costa Rica. In
contrast, the trade to GDP ratio is much higher in Vietnam than in Costa Rica, with Nicaragua
located in the middle between the two. The three countries also differ in their environmental
standards, according to the Environmental Performance Index (EPI). 27 Environmental
standards are far lower in Vietnam than in Costa Rica, with Nicaragua again located in the
middle. Table A1 in the Appendix summarizes the main differences in key socio-economic
characteristics between the three countries.
Comparing results across many countries would, of course, be useful. However, none
of the existing survey datasets includes the information necessary for an analysis such as the
one presented in this paper; and implementing such surveys in many countries is, financially,
far beyond the means of a single research team. The fact that our results are consistent across
a set of three very different developing countries provides at least some confidence that these
results are relevant to quite different socio-economic and political contexts.
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http://epi.yale.edu/, accessed: January 5, 2014.
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3.3.1 Survey Design and Data
	
  
We start by describing the survey and sampling design and then identify the key variables in
the empirical models, as well as the methods used for data analysis. The design of the conjoint
experiment will be described further below in the section where we discuss the experimental
findings.
The surveys were carried out between August 2013 and February 2014. The data was
collected by means of face-to-face interviews. Sample sizes were 820 in Costa Rica, 800 in
Nicaragua, and 1400 in Vietnam. The samples for Costa Rica and Nicaragua are from the
entire country. In Vietnam we restricted the sampling to five key areas: Hai Phong, Hanoi, Da
Nang, Ho Chi Minh City, and Can Tho. The surveys in Costa Rica and Nicaragua included all
items and the conjoint experiment. For logistical reasons, the conjoint experiment in Vietnam
had to be implemented separately.
In all three countries, we used a stratified random sampling approach that is based on a
multi-stage probability sampling design. We made adjustments according to the ruling
governance structure and administrative subdivision of each country. We illustrate the
sampling procedure by focusing on Vietnam. First, the sample size was spread out in
proportion to the population of the selected cities. Next, the sample was further distributed in
proportion to the population of rural and urban areas in each municipality. Table A2 in the
Appendix reports the sample size coverage by rural and urban areas for all three countries.
For each city, we then listed all urban and rural districts. The study covered all of those
districts. To ensure diversity and representativeness of the sample size, ten interviews were
fixed for each secondary sampling unit (SSU). With the sample size of 1400, a total of 140
SSUs were selected from all of the districts of Hanoi and HCMC.28 The wards were selected
from each district by using the probability proportional to size (PPS) sampling technique. This
ensured that units with greater population have a greater chance to get selected than others. In
each selected SSU, field supervisors randomly picked two starting points.29 Five interviews
were conducted from each starting point. Only one eligible person (a man or a woman aged
18-64) was interviewed from each household. In addition to the age range, a gender quota
(50% male, 50% female) was applied as an additional selection criterion.
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The number of wards was selected in proportion to the district’s population and therefore differed from district
to district.
29
Since a list of households was often not available, the starting points were selected based on some fixed
positions such as the people committee’s building, the central health station of the selected unit, the starting
point of the main road, etc.
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As in virtually all survey research on political phenomena in rich and poor countries,
researchers face the challenge that “ordinary citizens” often do not know much about the
issues the respective survey focuses on (in our case trade and environmental protection). To
make our questionnaire and the conjoint experiment as easy to understand as possible, we
carried out multiple pilot tests in which we assessed, both for rural and urban areas and for
respondents from different socio-demographic backgrounds, the clarity and logic of our
questionnaire and the experiment. Furthermore, we used backward translations starting with
an English version of the questionnaire and, after translation into Spanish and Vietnamese,
used backward translation again to make sure that questions were clearly understood and the
information obtained were comparable across countries. To ensure comparability of the
interview process, our research team personally conducted the interviewer-training sessions in
each country and was in the field during the survey implementation.

3.3.2 Dependent and Explanatory Variables
	
  
Trade is a multi-facetted phenomenon, and so are preferences concerning trade. We went
beyond the standard approach in the existing literature of measuring trade preferences with a
single survey item, and used a composite measure based on twelve survey items instead. This
composite measure was constructed based on confirmatory factor analysis. The first set of
items tapped into respondents’ spontaneous associations with international trade. We
confronted respondents with six word pairs and asked them to indicate which of these words
in a given pair they associated international trade more strongly with. In each pair, one word
had a positive and the other word had a negative connotation. This approach is somewhat
reminiscent of (but much simpler than) an Implicit Association Test. The second set of items
asked respondents to evaluate the consequences of international trade from an egotropic,
sociotropic, and consumer perspective.
Table 6 Summary Statistics of Individual Trade Preferences

Trade preference

Country
CR
NIC
VN

Obs
816
800
1386

Mean
0.686
0.752
0.753

Sd
0.198
0.203
0.138

Min
0
0
0

Max
1
1
1

Description
Composite measure
based on 12 survey
items. For question
wording see Table A3 of
the Appendix.

Table 6 provides summary statistics for the composite measure of trade preferences. Its values
are standardized on a 0-1 scale, with higher values indicating more support for free trade.
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Respondents in all three samples express rather strong support for free trade. In Vietnam and
Nicaragua, more than 75% of the respondents express favorable attitudes towards
international trade. In Costa Rica, enthusiasm for free trade is somewhat lower (69%).
Table 7 Summary Statistics of Environmental Attitudes
Country
CR
NIC
VN

Obs
819
800
1400

Mean
2.493
2.953
2.571

Sd
1.079
1.010
0.839

Min
1
1
1

Max
4
4
4

WTP2: Restrict
Living Standard

CR
NIC
VN

820
800
1400

3.313
3.370
2.961

0.912
0.812
0.800

1
1
1

4
4
4

Increase government
spending

CR
NIC
VN

819
800
1400

2.534
2.671
2.769

0.670
0.567
0.443

1
1
1

3
3
3

WTP1: Accept Job
Loss

Description
“Measures to protect the
natural environment
should be implemented,
even if they cause some
job losses.”
“In order to protect the
natural environment, we
all should be willing to
restrict our current
standard of living.”
“Should government
spending for protecting
the natural environment
in VN/CR/NIC be
increased, decreased, or
kept about the same?”

Our measure for environmental concern is based on three survey items. The first two items
differentiate between individuals’ “willingness to pay” (WTP) for environmental protection in
both private life and at the collective level (see Table 7). Both items are worded so as to
induce a tradeoff and avoid “cheap talk” bias. Respondents are asked to indicate whether they
would be willing to make a sacrifice to protect the environment. We chose to focus on the
widely debated tradeoff between job protection and environmental protection and the tradeoff
between living standards and environmental protection. The third item captures policyoriented environmental preferences. We asked whether respondents prefer government
spending for environmental protection to be increased, stay the same, or to be decreased.
Higher values on the three variables indicate stronger pro-environmental attitudes.
On a first pass through the data, we find that in all three countries respondents express
relatively strong environmental concerns and a high willingness to protect the environment.
We observe the lowest willingness among Costa Ricans to increase government spending for
environmental protection. Similarly, Costa Rican respondents seem relatively less willing to
implement measures to protect the environment if this leads to job losses. Both in Nicaragua
and Costa Rica, people are more willing to restrict their living standards in order to protect the
environment, compared to the Vietnamese sample.

	
  

65

3.4 Results
	
  
In this section we first present the findings for the first part of our argument, where we
hypothesize that citizens in poor countries are likely to hold positive views on the tradeenvironment nexus, rather than viewing it as a (negative) trade-off. We then discuss the
findings for the second part of the argument, where we hypothesize that citizens in poor
countries support trade relations with countries that have higher environmental standards and
do not mind richer countries imposing environmental standards on developing nations via
trade agreements.

3.4.1 Public Perceptions of the Environment-Trade Nexus
	
  
To examine how respondents perceive the relationship between trade and the environment,
we asked them to evaluate the impact of international trade on the environment. This item was
placed towards the end of the survey to avoid any priming of respondents when trying to
gauge trade preferences and environmental attitudes independently. Table 8 presents this
variable’s descriptive statistics.
Table 8 Summary Statistics of Perception of Environmental Effects of Trade
Country
CR
NIC
VN

Obs
819
800
1386

Mean
0.575
0.530
0.615

Sd
0.495
0.499
0.487

Min
0
0
0

Max
1
1
1

Description
Trade impact*
Do you think
international trade
has improved (0) or
damaged (1) the
environment?
* We collapsed the original four-point scale into a binary variable. If respondents answered that trade has
damaged the environment, we recoded this response as 1. Other responses were coded as 0.

As shown in Table 8, across all three samples, the majority of respondents believe that trade
has damaged the environment. In Vietnam, 62% of the respondents share this view. In Costa
Rica and Nicaragua, these shares are 58% and 53%, respectively. The results suggest that
respondents do link trade liberalization to environmental degradation. However, as the
following section demonstrates, this awareness does not lead to negative evaluations of trade
per se or to demands for trade restrictions. 	
  
To statistically examine the relationship between environmental attitudes and trade
preferences we estimate two OLS regression models for each of the three explanatory
variables. First, we examine the bivariate association between the respective explanatory
variable and trade preferences. We then add a battery of control variables to find out whether
the association of interest here upholds.
	
  

66

Figure 6 Bivariate Regression Estimates
Trade, Costa Rica Trade, Nicaragua

Trade, Vietnam

WTP1: Accept Job Loss

WTP2: Restrict Living Standard

Increase Govt. Spending
-.2

0

.2

.4

.6 -.2

0

.2

.4

.6 -.2

0

.2

.4

.6

Estimated effect size with the 95% C.I.
Not significant

95%

99%

Note: (1) Dots indicate the estimated effects of the explanatory variables. (2) Whiskers indicate the 95%
confidence intervals around the means. (3) Our dependent variable is semi-continuous and ranges from 0 to 1.
The model is estimated using an OLS estimator. For illustration purposes we multiplied the coefficients and the
values of their corresponding lower and upper boundaries of the confidence intervals by 10.

As shown in Figure 6, the results for citizens in the three developing countries differ quite
strongly from what other research has observed for citizens in advanced industrialized
countries. It seems that individuals with stronger environmental attitudes do not hold more
negative trade preferences. To the contrary, in six out of nine models, there is a significant
positive association between environmental attitudes and trade preferences (see also Table 9,
Column 1). That is, individuals with stronger pro-environmental attitudes are also more in
favor of trade liberalization. In two out of three models for the Costa Rica sample, the effect
is non-significant. This finding is plausible because Costa Rica is, by a wide margin, the
richest of the three developing countries covered by our study. Hence we regard the finding
for Costa Rica as indirect support for our argument about changes in public views on the
trade-environment nexus as income levels grow. The insignificant effect in two of the three
models for the first environmental attitudes item is probably due to the fact that this item
confronts respondents with the most severe trade-off between economic development
(referring to jobs) and environmental protection. The descriptive statistics for the three items,
as shown in Table 7 above, in fact show that environmental attitudes measured by this item
are weaker than for the other two items.
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Previous studies have examined a wide range of factors that may explain variation in public
support for trade liberalization. We include a number of these factors in the regression models
to control for potential confounding factors of individual trade preferences. The results are
reported in Table 9, Column 2.
First, we control for gender differences. The existing literature suggests that women
hold less favorable views on free trade, but are more concerned about the environment
(Beaulieu and Napier 2008, Burgoon and Hiscox 2008, Kaltenthaler et al. 2004, Mayda and
Rodrik 2005, O’Rourke and Sinnott 2001). Gender effects are only found for the Vietnamese
sample, where females seem to be more protectionist than their male counterparts. In contrast,
in the Costa Rica and Nicaragua samples, there is no statistically significant association
between gender and individual trade preferences. In addition, we control for age, since several
studies have found that older people are less supportive of free trade (Kaltenthaler et al. 2004,
Mansfield and Mutz 2009, Mayda and Rodrik 2005, O’Rourke and Sinnott 2001). As our
results show, this is only the case for Vietnam.
Education levels are yet another frequently tested determinant of individual trade
preferences. The existing literature is divided over the mechanism through which education
affects the way individuals think about international trade. For example, some studies use
educational attainment as a measure of skill level, arguing more skills implicate better labor
market prospects in a more open economy, which in turn leads to more positive attitudes visà-vis trade (Kaltenthaler et al. 2004, Mansfield and Mutz 2009, Mayda and Rodrik 2005,
O’Rourke and Sinnott 2001). Hainmueller and Hiscox (2006), on the other hand, argue that
the educational attainment effect may also reflect an ideological impact (more education leads
to more awareness that trade can be beneficial, and to more cosmopolitan attitudes), rather
than reflecting the standard factor endowments effect derived from trade theory. We are
agnostic about the underlying theoretical logic or causal mechanism, but control for education
levels of respondents. The lowest level on this variable (1) indicates that the respondent has
no formal education, while the highest level (7) indicates a postgraduate degree. The results
show that while education does not seem to have a significant effect on individuals’ trade
attitudes in Costa Rica and Nicaragua, among Vietnamese respondents higher levels of
education are likely to decrease support for international trade.
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Table 9 Regression Results

VARIABLES
WTP1: Accept Job Loss

VIETNAM
Individual Trade Preference
(1)
(2)
0.005
(0.004)
-0.016**
(0.008)
-0.009***
(0.003)
-0.007**
(0.003)
0.009*
(0.004)
-0.005
(0.006)
0.018**
(0.008)

0.004
(0.006)

0.001
(0.006)
-0.012
(0.015)
-0.001
(0.006)
-0.002
(0.005)
0.015
(0.010)
0.027***
(0.009)
-0.020
(0.016)

0.017**
(0.007)

0.014**
(0.007)
0.018
(0.015)
0.008
(0.007)
0.002
(0.005)
0.011
(0.009)
0.029***
(0.010)
-0.016
(0.016)

0.741***
(0.012)

0.789***
(0.027)

0.676***
(0.018)

0.632***
(0.038)

0.702***
(0.022)

0.614***
(0.041)

1,386
0.001

1,385
0.017

815
0.000

815
0.021

800
0.007

800
0.024

Age
Education
Employment
Income Satisfaction
Urban

Observations
R-squared

VARIABLES
WTP2: Restrict Living Standard

VIETNAM
Individual Trade Preference
(1)
(2)

-0.004
(0.008)

-0.005
(0.008)
-0.011
(0.014)
-0.001
(0.006)
-0.002
(0.005)
0.015
(0.010)
0.027***
(0.009)
-0.020
(0.016)

0.044***
(0.009)

0.043***
(0.009)
0.018
(0.015)
0.007
(0.007)
0.001
(0.005)
0.009
(0.009)
0.031***
(0.009)
-0.017
(0.016)

0.713***
(0.014)

0.762***
(0.028)

0.698***
(0.026)

0.654***
(0.043)

0.605***
(0.030)

0.514***
(0.046)

1,386
0.006

1,385
0.022

816
0.000

816
0.021

800
0.030

800
0.048

Education
Employment
Income Satisfaction
Urban

VARIABLES
Increase Govt. Spending

VIETNAM
Individual Trade Preference
(1)
(2)

0.0248**
(0.0104)

0.0231**
(0.0104)
-0.0115
(0.0144)
-0.00134
(0.00602)
-0.00295
(0.00530)
0.0144
(0.0101)
0.0258***
(0.00853)
-0.0210
(0.0156)

0.0491***
(0.0126)

0.0498***
(0.0126)
0.0189
(0.0149)
0.00737
(0.00731)
-0.000978
(0.00480)
0.0101
(0.00885)
0.0320***
(0.00952)
-0.0155
(0.0160)

0.647***
(0.0234)

0.690***
(0.0336)

0.623***
(0.0272)

0.585***
(0.0411)

0.621***
(0.0344)

0.525***
(0.0483)

815
0.026

800
0.019

800
0.038

Education
Employment
Income Satisfaction
Urban

	
  

NICARAGUA
Individual Trade Preference
(1)
(2)

0.0400***
(0.00830)
-0.0166**
(0.00751)
-0.00880***
(0.00315)
-0.00689**
(0.00327)
0.00910**
(0.00432)
-0.00472
(0.00560)
0.0189**
(0.00779)

Age

Observations
R-squared

COSTA RICA
Individual Trade Preference
(1)
(2)

0.0385***
(0.00833)

Gender

Constant

NICARAGUA
Individual Trade Preference
(1)
(2)

0.013***
(0.005)
-0.015**
(0.008)
-0.009***
(0.003)
-0.006*
(0.003)
0.008*
(0.004)
-0.005
(0.006)
0.018**
(0.008)

Age

Observations
R-squared

COSTA RICA
Individual Trade Preference
(1)
(2)

0.013***
(0.005)

Gender

Constant

NICARAGUA
Individual Trade Preference
(1)
(2)

0.005
(0.004)

Gender

Constant

COSTA RICA
Individual Trade Preference
(1)
(2)

1,386
0.015

1,385
815
0.032
0.007
Standard errors in parentheses
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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We also control for respondents’ reported employment status and household income. To this
end, we asked respondents to indicate whether they currently have paid employment (1), are
self-employed (2) or are currently not working (0). Results from the regression analysis
suggest that employment status only seems to be significantly associated with individual
attitudes towards trade in Vietnam, with employed respondents being more supportive of
trade.
To capture household income levels, respondents were asked to indicate their income
range on a ten-point scale. However, descriptive statistics revealed that the distribution of
responses to this question differs considerably from the population distribution (based on
national census data30). Many people did not respond and many appear to have understated
their income. We therefore use income satisfaction in our main analysis, relying on a fourpoint scale, with higher values indicating greater satisfaction. In the two Central American
states, respondents reporting greater satisfaction with their income also seem to be more
favorable towards trade openness. In Vietnam, income satisfaction does not have a
statistically significant effect on the way citizens think about trade liberalization.
Finally, we include a variable that indicates whether the respondent lives in an urban
or rural area. While the effect is insignificant for the Costa Rica and Nicaragua sample,
regional differences seem to be at play in the Vietnamese case. In particular, the regression
results indicate that respondents from urban areas are more likely to endorse trade openness
than their counterparts living in rural areas. Overall, the results of the regression analysis
indicate that the positive relationship between environmental attitudes and individual trade
preferences remains robust after including standard control variables from the literature on
individual trade preferences.

3.4.2 Environmental Standards and Trade Partner Choice
	
  
We start by looking at data from a survey item that gauges public support for the inclusion of
environmental standards in trade agreements. This survey item was also placed towards the
end of the survey (after the conjoint experiment discussed below, to avoid priming before the
experiment). It asks respondents whether their government should oppose or accept European
demands to include environmental protection rules in a trade agreement. Figure 7 shows very
high levels of support among the respondents for accepting such rules. In Vietnam, almost all
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Vietnam Census: 2009, Costa Rica: 2011, Nicaragua: 2005.
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respondents (99%) welcome environmental clauses. In the two Central American countries,
approval is around 89%. This result is in stark contrast to the rhetoric of many governments
from the Global South that strongly oppose trade-environment linkages. It offers strong
support for our argument that citizens in poor countries, possibly motivated by expectations of
technology diffusion and trading-up, support trade as one mechanism for raising
environmental standards domestically. In essence, they want free trade with industrialized
countries and do not mind the imposition of environmental standards on their home country
via a trade agreement.

Figure 7 Support for Environmental Standards in Trade Agreements
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.8

1

Support for European Countries' Demand to Accept Stricter Environmental Protection Measures

Vietnam

Costa Rica
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Note: The original question wording asks: The [COUNTRY] government is currently discussing international
agreements that would make it easier for producers from European countries to export their goods to
[COUNTRY], and for [COUNTRY] producers to export their goods to European countries. European countries
have made several demands. One of these demands is that [COUNTRY] producers exporting goods to Europe
accept stricter measures to protect the natural environment against pollution in [COUNTRY]. In your view,
should the government of [COUNTRY] accept or oppose this demand?

We now move to the results of the conjoint experiment. Due to logistical challenges in
Vietnam, we had to carry out the conjoint experiment separately there. However, this has no
implications for our findings. The sample size was reduced to 700 participants and the
geographical coverage was restricted to the Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City areas, which also
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include large rural districts.31 For reasons of limited internet access and security, we used the
Strezhnev et al.’s (2013) design tool to generate our choice-based conjoint experiment for
face-to-face application (see Appendix B for further description).
In a conjoint experiment, respondents are typically asked to rank or rate two
hypothetical profiles. These profiles are generated through combining a set of randomized
attributes. For our experiment we generated the profiles of potential trading partner countries
that vary with respect to several characteristics, for instance size of the economy, cultural
characteristics, proximity, etc. (see Appendix, Table B1 for a complete list of attributes).
Asking respondents to express preferences for potential trade partners that differ with respect
to multiple characteristics (attributes) makes the experiment more realistic compared to a
simple vignette experiment with one survey item where a potential trade partner country is
characterized with one attribute only. Moreover, a conjoint experiment allows for causal
inferences, whereas a simple survey item asking respondents whether they prefer trade with a
country that has lower, the same, or higher environmental standards would probably suffer
from serious social desirability bias and would not allow for any causal inferences.
The conjoint experiment started with a short introductory text32 and instructions.
Attribute values were generated using a completely independent randomization approach. We
focus on the effect of the attribute that describes the potential trade partner’s environmental
protection standards. We refrained from including a detailed definition of environmental
protection standards, but instead used the following brief description of this attribute: “The
environmental protection standards in partner countries may be stronger, similar, or weaker,
compared to the standards in [respondent’s country].” The randomized attribute values were
stronger, similar, or weaker. We are interested in whether respondents favor trade partner
countries that have lower, similar, or higher environmental standards, relative to their own
country’s standards – and based on exposure to country profiles that combine different types
of country attributes.
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The survey and sampling procedures were exactly the same as the ones employed for the survey that generated
the data for testing the first part of the argument. Also, the same group of enumerators administered the conjoint
experiment in the field.
32
The introduction reads as follows: “[COUNTRY] is currently negotiating international trade agreements with
other countries. The purpose of such trade agreements is to make it easier for producers from other countries to
sell their goods and services in [COUNTRY] (imports), and to make it easier for producers based in [country] to
sell their goods and services in other countries (exports). [COUNTRY] is considering different partner countries
for such trade agreements. These partner countries may differ with respect to their characteristics. For a start,
please look at the following table very carefully. It describes some basic characteristics partner countries for
international trade agreements with [COUNTRY] may have.”
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Our pilot surveys and conjoint experiments in the three countries showed that respondents
from different socio-economic backgrounds do understand what is meant by environmental
protection standards in their home country. Certainly, we do not expect them to fully
understand the stringency of environmental standards in other countries. However, since we
used a relative attribute – other country’s standards compared to home country environmental
standards – we found that participants had a good understanding of what they were asked to
evaluate and compare to.
The preferences for trade partner countries, as characterized by specific attributes,
were captured both in binary terms (i.e., whether the respondent prefers country A over
country B) and on a seven-point scale indicating how much the respondent prefers (or
opposes) each of the two countries. We rescaled these two measures to range from 0 (“never
support”) to 1 (“always support”). Each respondent was asked to complete five choice tasks.
In each choice task the respondent was confronted with two country profiles. Thus, the unit of
analysis is the country profile per choice task, which generates ten observations per
respondent.33 The analysis of the data thus generated allows us to identify the Average
Marginal Component Effect (ACME) of country attributes on the probability that a particular
country is preferred, or on how positively (or negatively) the potential trade partner country
was rated (Hainmueller et al. 2014). Because the attribute values are randomly assigned, this
analysis can tell us to what extent trade preferences with respect to a particular country are
driven by the (potential) partner country’s efforts to protect the environment (besides other
partner country characteristics).
Figure 834 shows the estimates for the model in which the dependent variable is binary
and captures whether or not the respondent has opted for a given country type. To estimate
the impact of a given trade partner’s environmental protection standards relative to the
respondent’s own country’s protection efforts, we regress the outcome (response) measures
on the values of the country attributes. Changes are measured against a baseline category,
which in our case is defined as the potential partner country having similar environmental
standards as compared to the respondent’s home country.
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Number of observations = 2 (country profiles)*5 (choice tasks)*number of respondents. This results in a
maximum of 8200 observations for Costa Rica, 8000 for Nicaragua, and 7000 for Vietnam.
34
We do not examine the effects of other trade partner country characteristics (e.g., economic size, political
system) in this paper. We are doing so in other research that focuses more generally on identifying a larger set of
criteria for trade partner country choices from macro-level trade theories and testing these hypotheses with a
conjoint design at the micro level (Umana et al. 2014).	
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Figure 8 Effect of Partner Country´s Environmental Protection Standards on Trade Support, Binary
Choice
Costa Rica

Nicaragua

Vietnam

Stronger standards

Similar standards

Weaker standards
-.1

-.05

0

.05

-.1

-.05

0

.05

-.1

-.05

0

.05

Change in Pr(Trade Support)_Choice
Note: (1) Dots indicate the estimated effects of the partner country’s environmental protection standards on
respondents’ choice of a trading partner for a preferential trade agreement. (2) Estimates are based on the
regression estimators with clustered standard errors (errors clustered on respondent). (3) Whiskers indicate the
95% confidence intervals around the means. (4) Our dependent variable is a binary measure. (4) The dot on the
0-bar is the reference category.

The results support the second part of our theoretical argument. Respondents prefer trade
agreements with countries that have higher environmental standards, and they dislike trade
agreements with countries that have lower environmental standards. The effects are in the
order of four to eight percentage points in all three countries. In substantive terms (rather than
mere significance level), these effects are somewhat smaller than the effects of some other
partner country attributes. For instance, all else equal, partner countries with a predominantly
Christian heritage (as compared to Islamic heritage) attract around 12 to 17 percentage points
more support among respondents in Costa Rica and Nicaragua (Umana et al. 2014).
To examine whether the effects of environmental standards on trade partner country
preferences are contingent on respondents’ levels of education, we split the samples by
education level and re-examine the effects of interest.35 This robustness check addresses a
common concern that respondents know rather little about the issues of interest to researchers,
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For the seven-point scale of educational attainment we chose the cutoff point between those respondents who
have attended high school and have earned higher degrees (coded as “high education”) and those who have
obtained lower levels of education (coded as “low education”).
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and that when exposed to a survey or experiment they may simply express “gut feelings”
(Donsbach and Traugott 2008, Fowler 2008).
The results, summarized in Figure 9, indicate that the estimated effects are consistent
with our hypothesis. Yet, there are some differences between highly educated respondents and
those with lower levels of education. These differences pertain to statistical significance
levels. The results for highly educated respondents are not statistically significant, whereas
those for less educated respondents are. This finding cuts against methodological concerns
that people with less education, who presumably know less about trade and environmental
issues, are likely to respond more or less at random because they are not able to understand
the issues of interest here and provide consistent answers. If less educated persons responded
at random, we would probably not find any significant effects of any country attributes.

Figure 9 Effect of Partner Country´s Environmental Protection Standards on Trade Support by
Respondents with High and Low Levels of Education
Costa Rica, High Edu

Nicaragua, High Edu

Vietnam, High Edu

Costa Rica, Low Edu

Nicaragua, Low Edu

Vietnam, Low Edu

-.1

-.1

Stronger standards

Similar standards

Weaker standards

Stronger standards

Similar standards

Weaker standards

0

.1

0

.1

-.1

0

.1

Change in Pr(Trade Support)_Choice
Note: (1) Dots indicate the estimated effects of the partner country’s environmental protection standards on
respondents’ choice of a trading partner for a PTA. (2) Estimates are based on the regression estimators with
clustered standard errors (clustered on respondent). (3) Whiskers indicate the 95% confidence intervals around
the means. (4) Our dependent variable is a binary measure. (4) The dot on the 0-bar is the reference category.

Why respondents with more education seem to hold more heterogeneous preferences with
respect to environmental standards in potential partner countries, or why they might pay less
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attention to this attribute, relative to other attributes, should be addressed in further research.
One reason could be that more educated respondents hold more heterogeneous preferences
over whether trading with countries that have higher environmental standards is economically
beneficial. Some may think that doing so may allow their home country to compete on lower
environmental standards by attracting polluting investment and exporting to the country with
higher environmental standards. Others may be afraid that doing so will result in
environmental trading up and increased production costs in developing countries – a concern
that is apparent in the political rhetoric of many political leaders from the Global South.
The results for the second measure for the dependent variable (ratings on a 1-7 scale)
are shown in the Appendix (Figure A1 and A2). They are very similar. The comparison of
results from the binary choice and the rating task also serves to check the attentiveness of
respondents. We find no substantial inconsistencies in responses to the binary choice and the
rating task (e.g., in the sense of a respondent favoring country A in the binary choice task and
then giving country B a higher score in the rating task).

3.5 Conclusion
	
  
Overall, the empirical analysis offers robust support for our arguments on how citizens in the
Global South are likely to evaluate the trade-environment nexus. In contrast to recent findings
for advanced industrialized countries, we observe that citizens in the three countries examined
prefer both trade liberalization and environmental protection – even though they are aware
that trade may have negative effects on the natural environment. They prefer trade partners
with higher environmental standards, and they strongly prefer their government to accept
demands by industrialized countries for including environmental standards in trade
agreements.
The policy implications of these findings are twofold. First, there appears to be very
little public support in developing countries for serving as the receiving end in processes of
relocation of dirty industries away from advanced industrialized countries. Second, the results
are orthogonal to the rhetoric of many policymakers from developing countries who object to
trade-environment linkages and to demands by industrialized countries for the inclusion of
environmental protection standards in trade agreements.
Our results are also interesting in light of recent findings by Vincent et al. (2014) with
respect to one particular area of environmental policy in developing countries, namely forest
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conservation. They offer several interpretations for the observed gap between citizens’
perceptions and demands concerning forest conservation and their respective government’s
supply of such policies. One interpretation is that governments do not really know what their
citizens want. In fact there is very little public opinion research on this discrepancy in
developing countries.
A closely related interpretation concerns the relationship between political systems
and the provision of environmental public goods. The relative lack of voice and accountability
in non-democratic systems may explain parts of the gap between public and political elite
preferences. For example, among the three countries analyzed in our study, we find that in
Vietnam, the least democratic of the three, this gap is most apparent. While the country ranks
as one of the worst in terms of its environmental protection standards, respondents in the
Vietnamese sample are very strongly aware of environmental problems and exhibit the
strongest support for conditioning trade liberalization on environmental protection measures.
Whatever the exact reasons for the gap between public preferences and developing
country governments’ policy decisions and rhetoric may be, our findings imply that there
probably is considerable room for more ambitious efforts to condition further trade
liberalization on measures for preventing trade-related environmental degradation. Possible
actions by the international community may, for instance, include funding population-based
survey projects to reduce the information gap and supporting programs to improve
environmental governance through intensified cooperation between trade and environmental
ministries in developing countries.
Methodologically, one limitation of our study is that testing of the first part of the
theoretical argument relies on a correlational approach, as the very large majority of other
studies on trade preferences do. Further research could try and develop an experimental
design that would allow for effective manipulation of environmental attitudes and
preferences, and thus for a causal analysis of the argument. In addition, the mechanisms
underlying the identified positive relationship between individuals’ environmental concern
and support for free trade deserves further analysis. The same holds for the reasons that may
have led to less significant effects of environmental protection standards of potential trade
partners on partner country preferences in the subsample of respondents with higher education
levels.
Finally, we hope that the research presented in this paper will motivate other
researchers to pay greater attention to the implications of macro-level policy debates for
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individual citizens. We believe that such research is important not only for normative reasons
– governments should do what their citizens want. It is also important because one of the key
challenges in achieving sustainable development lies in designing trade liberalization in ways
that avoid environmental degradation. And doing so requires public support from citizens.
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3.6 Appendices
3.6.1 Appendix A

	
  
Socio-economic Differences of Selected Country Cases
Our empirical analysis focuses on Costa Rica, Nicaragua, and Vietnam. Table A1 summarizes
the main differences in key socio-economic characteristics between the three countries. The
table shows that these countries differ strongly in their levels of development, political system
characteristics, and environmental protection standards. We can thus test whether the
hypothesized effects hold across very different developing country settings.
Table A1 Key Socio-Economic Differences between Costa Rica, Nicaragua, and Vietnam
Costa Rica

Nicaragua

Vietnam

Level of economic development
Human Development Index

62

129

127

Gross National Income per
capita (2005 constant PPP
terms) 2012

$10,863

$2,551

$2,970

GATT/WTO Membership

GATT: 1991

GATT: 1950

Economic openness / trade policy
WTO: 2005

WTO: 1995

WTO: 1995

PTAs

CACM, CARICOM, EU, DRCAFTA, EFTA, Chile, Colombia,
Peru, Canada, Mexico, China,
Singapore,

CACM, DR-CAFTA, EU, Chinese
Taipei

ASEAN, TPP,
Korea, India

Average tariff rate

3.1%

2.6%

5.7%

Trade of goods and services (%
of GDP)

79

106

156

China,

Japan,

Source: WDI, 2014
Environmental standards
Environmental
Index 2014

Performance

54

90

136

Sample Distribution
Table A2 reports the sample size coverage by rural and urban areas for Costa Rica, Nicaragua
and Vietnam. The samples for Costa Rica and Nicaragua are from the entire country. For
logistical reasons, we restricted the sampling to five key areas in Vietnam (Hai Phong, Hanoi,
Da Nang, Ho Chi Minh City, and Can Tho). The sample sizes of urban and rural respondents
to be surveyed were determined in such a way that they are in proportion to the distribution of
rural and urban residents of each country. In Vietnam, the sample size was first spread out in
proportion to the population of the selected cities.
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Table A2: Sample Distribution by Stratification of Urbanity

Costa Rica
Nicaragua
Hanoi
HCMC
Can Tho
Hai Phong
Da Nang
TOTAL

Total
4 726 575
5 869 860
6 451 909
7 162 864
1 188 435
1 837 173
887 435

Population
Urban
3 055 438
3 378 480
2 644 536
5 968 384
783 122
846 191
770 911

Rural
1 671 137
2 491 380
3 807 373
1 194 480
405 313
990 982
116 524

Proportion
Urban Rural
64.64
35.36
57.56
42.44
40.99
59.01
83.32
16.68
65.90
34.10
46.06
53.94
86.87
13.13

Estimated SS
Urban Rural
530
290
460
339
211
303
476
95
105
55
68
79
139
21

Final SS
Urban Rural
600
220
530
270
180
260
400
80
105
55
74
86
139
21
2028
992

Note: (1) The samples for Costa Rica and Nicaragua are from the entire country. In Vietnam we restricted
the sampling to the listed five key areas. (2) We used booster sampling in Can Tho and Da Nang to make
the samples large enough for analysis.
!

	
  

Question Wording of Outcome Measure Items
To measure respondents’ stated trade preferences we generated a composite index using
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) based on 12 survey items. Table A3 lists the exact
question wording for each item as they were presented in the original key questionnaire (prior
to back translations into Spanish and Vietnamese).
Table A3: Question Wording of Items for Dependent Variable

Item 1-6 Generally, what is your feeling when you think about international trade? (6 word pairs to
capture intuitive trade association): GOOD-BAD, THREAT-OPPORTUNITY, FEAR-HOPE,
UNEMPLOYMENT-JOBS, POVERTY-WEALTH, FAIR-UNFAIR
Item 7 Overall, do you think that international trade is good or bad for VN/CR/NIC?
Item 8 Overall, do you think that you personally are currently benefiting or not benefiting from
international trade?
Item 9 Do you think that international trade has increased or decreased the choices you have between
different goods when you want to buy something?
Item 10 Do you think that international trade has increased or decreased the quality of goods you buy?
Item 11 Do you think that international trade has increased or decreased the prices of goods you buy?
Item 12 Do you think that international trade has created more jobs or more unemployment in
[COUNTRY]?

Effect of Environmental Standards on Partner Choice in Rating Task
Figure A1 shows the estimates for the model in which the dependent variable is captured on a
seven-point scale indicating how much the respondent prefers (or opposes) each of the two
countries. We included this rating task in addition to the binary choice in order to check the
attentiveness of respondents (e.g., in the sense of a respondent favoring country A in the
binary choice task and then giving country B a higher score in the rating task). As the findings
below indicate, the results for the binary choice and the rating task do not differ substantially
from each other.
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Figure A1 Effect of Partner Country’s Environmental Protection Standards on Trade Support, Rating
Task
Costa Rica

Nicaragua

Vietnam

Stronger standards

Similar standards

Weaker standards

-.04 -.02

0

.02

.04-.04 -.02

0

.02

.04-.04 -.02

0

.02

.04

Change in Pr(Trade Support)_Rating
Note: (1) Dots indicate the estimated effects of the partner country’s environmental protection standards on
respondents’ preference of a trading partner for a preferential trade agreement. (2) Estimates are based on the
regression estimators with clustered standard errors (errors clustered on respondent). (3) Whiskers indicate the
95% confidence intervals around the means. (4) We collapsed the original seven-point scale of the dependent
variable and rescaled the variable to range from 0 (“never support”) to 1 (“always support”). (4) The dot on the
0-bar is the reference category.

Effect of Environmental Standards on Partner Choice in Rating Task Across Education
Levels
For both the binary choice and the rating task we split the samples by education level to
examine whether the effects of environmental standards are contingent on respondents’ levels
of education. The responses to the rating task shown in Figure A2 are similar to the results of
the binary choice task and suggest that individuals answer consistently to our outcome
measures.
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Figure A2	
  Effect of Partner Country’s Environmental Protection Standards on Trade Support, Rating
Task, Respondents with High and Low levels of Education

Costa Rica, High Edu

Nicaragua, High Edu

Vietnam, High Edu

Costa Rica, Low Edu

Nicaragua, Low Edu

Vietnam, Low Edu

Stronger standards

Similar standards

Weaker standards

Stronger standards

Similar standards

Weaker standards

-.1

-.05

0

.05

-.1

-.05

0

.05

-.1

-.05

0

.05

Change in Pr(Trade Support)_Rating
Note: (1) Dots indicate the estimated effects of the partner country’s environmental protection standards on
respondents’ preference of a trading partner for a preferential trade agreement. (2) Estimates are based on the
regression estimators with clustered standard errors (errors clustered on respondent). (3) Whiskers indicate the
95% confidence intervals around the means. (4) We collapsed the original seven-point scale of the dependent
variable and rescaled the variable to range from 0 (“never support”) to 1 (“always support”). (4) The dot on the
0-bar is the reference category.

3.6.2 Appendix B
Design of Conjoint Experiment
In our conjoint experiment, respondents were asked to express their preferences with respect
to potential partner countries for a preferential trade agreement (PTA). To avoid confounding
effects that may result from naming specific countries, we presented countries in stylized
form. Each participant was confronted with five choice tasks. In each choice task, she or he
was shown a table with two potential trade partner countries and their characteristics
(attributes). The order of attributes was randomly assigned to each participant, but then held
fixed for the five choice tasks to reduce the complexity of the task. The attribute values were
randomly inserted into the tables with the country profiles. Table B1 shows the list of
attributes and attribute values.
Table B1 List of attributes and corresponding values
Attribute

Description, attribute values

Size of the economy, compared to
[country]

Partner countries may be of different economic size. Their economy
may be smaller, of similar size, or larger than the economy of
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[country].
Values: Larger, same size, smaller
The distance in kilometers between [capital] and the partner
country’s capital.

Distance from [capital]

Spanish (Costa Rica and Nicaragua
only)

Values: 1 000 km, 5 000 km, 10 000 km
Spanish may be widely spoken or not widely spoken in partner
countries.

Lunar New Year (Vietnam only)

Values: Spoken by everyone, spoken by many, spoken by few
This country celebrates or not the Lunar New Year
Values: Yes, No

Religion (Costa Rica and Nicaragua
only)

Partner countries may have a predominant religion like Christianity
or Islam, or may be religiously diverse with several religions
practiced.
Values: Predominantly Christian, Predominantly Islam, Diverse
The political leaders of partner countries may be chosen by their
citizens (voters) through general elections, partly chosen by their
citizens (voters) through general elections, or chosen by the ruling
political party on its own (no elections).

Political leaders

Security alliance with [country]

Values: Chosen by citizens (voters) through general elections, Partly
chosen by citizens (voters) through general elections, Chosen by the
ruling political party on its own (no elections)
Partner countries may have or may not have a security alliance with
[country].
Values: Yes, no

Environmental protection
compared to [country]

standards,

The environmental protection standards in partner countries may be
stronger, similar, or weaker, compared to the standards in [country].
Values: Lower, similar, higher

Worker rights protection standards,
compared to [country]

The worker rights protection standards in partner countries may be
stronger, similar, or weaker, compared to the standards in [country].
Values: Lower, similar, higher

The conjoint experiment started with a short introductory text and instructions. We focused on
the effect of the attribute that describes the potential trade partner’s environmental protection
standards. Table B2 illustrates our approach.
Table B2 Example of a Showcard for a Choice Set
INSTRUCTIONS:
We will now ask you to look at different types of partner countries Costa Rica is considering for
international trade agreements. You will see two different types of countries side-by-side. Their
characteristics differ and you will be asked to tell us which of the two countries you prefer Costa
Rica to choose for a new trade agreement. Please compare these two countries carefully. They may
appear similar but differ in one or more important characteristics.

Characteristic
Size of the economy,
compared to Costa Rica
Religion
Environmental protection

	
  

Country 1

Country 2

Larger

Same size

Predominantly Christian

Diverse

Stronger

Similar

83

standards, compared to
Costa Rica
…

…

…

…

…

…

¢

¢

Which country would
you prefer?

On a scale from 1 to 7, how much would you support a trade agreement between Costa Rica and
COUNTRY 1? 1 means that you would not support at all the agreement, and 7 means that you
would strongly support the agreement.

Country 1

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

!

!

!

!

!

!

!

Not support at
all

Strongly
support

!
On a scale from 1 to 7, how much would you support a trade agreement between Costa Rica and
COUNTRY 2? 1 means that you would not support at all the agreement, and 7 means that you
would strongly support the agreement.

Country 2

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

!

!

!

!

!

!

!

Not support at
all

Strongly
support

!

To estimate the effect of the hypothetical trade partner country’s environmental protection
standards on respondents’ preferences, we follow the identification strategy suggested by
Hainmueller et al. (2014). Under a set of assumptions the average treatment effect is
identified as the expected difference in responses for two different sets of profiles. The
method, however, goes further than simply comparing two different profiles of countries,
which differ on various attributes (possibly in an arbitrary way). Instead, it allows us to isolate
the attributes of a given potential trading partner that are more or less influential on
respondents’ preferences by averaging over the potentially different marginal effects. This,
then, gives us the average marginal component specific effect (AMCE). The ACME is equal
to a difference-in-means estimator that can be obtained by regressing the stated outcome of
respondent i for the jth profile in the kth trial on a set of dummy variables that correspond to
the values of Tijkl using a simple linear regression. One value of each attribute l needs to be
left out of the analysis as the baseline category. Standard errors are clustered by respondents
to account for the fact that the ratings from the same respondent might not be independent.
Under the assumption of complete random assignment of the treatments, the proposed
nonparametric estimator does not require observations for every possible profile.
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4. “Mind the Gap”: Inequality Aversion and Mass Support
for Trade Protectionism
Quynh Nguyen

Abstract
The past two decades were characterized by significant increases in income inequality within
and between most countries and regions. During the same period, the world has witnessed
unprecedented levels of capital flows and international trade. The existing literature on
individual trade preference formation predominantly focuses on the impact of people’s
expectations of trade’s impact on their economic welfare, including people’s income and
employment prospects. Largely overlooked by the literature is the possibility that individuals’
trade attitudes are motivated by changes in the relative distribution of economic benefits
across segments of society. I argue that growing income inequality, a macroeconomic
phenomenon, can have adverse effects on mass support for the multilateral trading system,
namely via people’s attitudes towards income inequality. The empirical findings from this
study show that concern for inequality is an important factor in explaining the dwindling
support for liberal trade policies among the American public. Anxiety about widening
economic disparity is not limited to income distribution in the national context, but
individuals are also worried about the distribution of economic benefits in other countries. I
employ a dual empirical strategy to test my hypotheses. As a first step, I use time series
survey data from the American National Election Studies (ANES) to test the relationship
between individuals’ level of inequality aversion and attitudes towards trade liberalization.
Second, a survey experiment design was implemented to substantiate the correlational
relationship.

Keywords
Income Inequality, Trade Liberalization, Fair Trade Preferences

	
  

85

4.1 Introduction
The past two decades were characterized by significant increases in income inequality within
and between most countries and regions. Examining income disparities between nations for
the period 1950 to 2000 Milanovic (2005) reports that the highest-earning five percent of the
world’s population received one third of world income. Within countries, inequality rates are
particularly high in the poorest countries of Africa and Latin America, but are also increasing
in many advanced industrialized countries. Most notably, data on the long-run evolution of
income inequality collected by Atkinson et al. (2011) indicate that in the United States the
percentage share of the 1 percent richest households in total wealth has risen dramatically in
recent years. During the same period, the world has witnessed unprecedented levels of capital
flows and international trade.
While most analyses focus on the actual distributional effects of trade on income, we
know little about the impact of rising inequality on people’s public policy preference
formation. Only in recent years, a few scholars have set out to examine the effect of rising
inequality on people’s redistribution preferences (Bartels 2005, McCall and Kenworthy 2009)
or voter choice (Singer and Rosas 2007). However, to the best of my knowledge, the question
remains unanswered with regards to the domain of individual trade preferences.36 Studies on
the sources of individual trade preference predominantly focus on people’s expectations of
trade’s impact on their own economic welfare, including people’s income and employment
prospects. Largely overlooked by the literature is the possibility that individuals are motivated
by changes in the relative distribution of economic benefits across segments of society. The
neglect of people’s inequality concern is surprising given the high salience of the tradeinequality linkage in public debates.
First, findings from various public opinion studies confirm that widening economic
differences have not gone unnoticed by the public. Survey results show that there is already
growing skepticism among citizens whether benefits of the global economy come at
increasingly high costs, especially social justice. For example, in a 2008 BBC World Service
Poll of 34’500 people, majorities in 27 out of the 34 countries37 surveyed say that the benefits
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A paper by Lü et al. 2012 examines how self-centered inequity aversion influences individuals’ willingness to
support trade protection for a specific sector, but does not consider the impact of overall income distribution on
individuals’ trade attitudes. The authors argue that individual trade preferences are not driven by individuals’
concern about general inequality levels in the society. Rather, people are only interested in the fairness of their
own material payoff relative to others.
37
The survey was conducted in Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, Chile, China, Costa Rica, Egypt, El
Salvador, France, Ghana, Germany, Great Britain, Guatemala, Honduras, India, Indonesia, Israel, Italy, Japan,
Kenya, Lebanon, Mexico, Nicaragua, Nigeria, Panama, the Philippines, Portugal, Russia, South Korea, Spain,
Turkey, United Arab Emirates, and the United States.	
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and burdens of “economic developments of the last few years” have not been shared fairly
(BBC World Service 2008). Similarly, a survey38 by the Pew Research Center ‘s Global
Attitudes Project (2013) shows that economic inequality is a common concern for publics
around the world. Notably, such sentiments are also expressed among US respondents who
are widely believed to be accepting of “considerable disparities of income and wealth”
(APSA Task Force 2004: 654). The survey reveals that almost half of Americans think that
inequality is a very big problem in their society. An even larger proportion of the US public is
convinced that the gap between the rich and the poor has increased in recent years.
Second, rising inequality does not only seem to translate into growing concerns about
economic differences, but also appear to coincide with dwindling American support for free
trade. In a recent survey conducted by the Pew Global Attitudes Project (2014) researchers
found that the US public is among the group of countries that are most skeptical of
international trade. In 2002, almost four in five Americans (78%) surveyed held the view that
growing trade and business ties with other countries was a good thing. However, enthusiasm
for international trade gradually waned in the consecutive years. By 2008, the US public’s
belief in the benefit of growing international business ties had fallen by 25 percentage points
to 53%. This represents the largest decline in public support for international trade among the
47 countries surveyed. In the most recent poll US confidence in international trade has
increased again, but still remains well below the global median support for international
economic integration.
These numbers are suggestive. There is a risk that people’s concerns about the
distribution of trade’s benefits may translate into protectionist sentiment and ultimately affect
trade policies and trade flows. The extant literature on individual trade preference formation
provides a limited basis for understanding the role that perceptions of inequality play in
shaping people’s attitudes towards trade. In this paper I seek to address this theoretical and
empirical gap. Specifically, I propose that growing income inequality has adverse effects on
mass support for the multilateral trading system, namely via people’s attitudes towards
income inequality.
The process of trade liberalization holds both positive and negative externalities. Put
differently, changes in trade policy generate benefits or costs that influence the living
standards of society as a whole while it does not economically affect the parties to the
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The survey was conducted in 39 countries: Argentina, Australia, Bolivia, Brazil, Britain, Canada, Chile,
China, Czech Republic, Egypt, El Salvador, France, Germany, Ghana, Greece, Indonesia, Israel, Italy, Japan,
Jordan, Kenya, Lebanon, Malaysia, Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan, Philippines, Poland, Russia, Senegal, South
Africa, South Korea, Spain, Tunisia, Turkey, Uganda, United States, Venezuela, and the Palestinian territories.
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relevant transactions. Economists primarily emphasize the positive externalities of
international trade in enhancing economic efficiency and promoting economic growth. Yet
trade may also produce negative externalities, such as job insecurity, cultural dislocation,
environmental damage and inequality. For those who are concerned about rising inequality,
trade may be seen as violating norms of fairness and denying some segments of the society
economic opportunities. Thus, if trade is seen as widening income inequality, individuals may
not support open trade even when they are aware of the potential benefits of open markets.
Generally, the extent to which people draw the link between income inequality and
international trade depends on people’s attitudes and awareness of inequality. People who are
more concerned about inequality are more likely to associate international trade with income
inequality, and thus are more likely to oppose international economic integration.
I employ a dual empirical strategy based on survey responses from the US public to
test the relationship between individuals’ inequality concerns and their attitude towards
international trade. Testing the impact of inequality considerations on individual trade
preferences among American respondents presents a hard test of the hypothesized
relationship. This is because the US is typically known for its individualistic culture and
relatively high tolerance for social and economic differences.
As a first step, I use time series survey data from the American National Election
Studies (ANES) to test the relationship between individuals’ level of inequality aversion and
attitudes towards trade liberalization. The analysis spans over three survey rounds (2004,
2004 and 2012), which include a survey item on people’s trade opinion as well as an item
capturing individuals’ perception of income inequality trends. I find that, indeed, citizens’
concern for inequality has a significant effect on how they think about international trade,
irrespective of their socio-economic status. In particular, the greater one’s concern for
inequality, the more likely one is to support limiting trade openness.
Free trade enthusiasts typically argue that individuals who support trade restrictions
are motivated by national or personal self-interest rather than by sincere intentions to protect
others from harm. Thus, in a second step I employ a survey experiment to substantiate the
correlational relationship. In particular, I seek to demonstrate that opposition to international
trade based on sincere concerns about rising income inequality is distinct from strictly
employment-related protectionist demands. To this end, experiment participants are provided
with interactive information treatments about rising income inequality inside and outside the
United States. Varying the degree of these two types of inequality allows me to test what type
of income inequality individuals react more strongly to. Participants to the experiment are
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recruited via the crowd-sourcing platform Amazon Mechanical Turk for a sample size of
2000 participants from the US. The findings from the survey experiment show that rising
income inequality abroad has the strongest effect in increasing respondents’ demand for
restricting international trade. This suggests that popular demand for restricting international
trade is not simply a function of individuals’ employment-related considerations, but is based
on sincere concerns about trade-induced income inequality.
The paper is organized as follows. The next section briefly reviews the relevant
literature and embeds the paper’s key arguments into the broader literature. Section 3, then,
introduces the paper’s theoretical framework and hypothesis. This section establishes the
causal mechanism underlying the stated hypothesis, i.e. how rising income inequality affects
individuals’ attitudes towards trade liberalization. In the following section, I first present the
ANES data and the results from the survey analysis. I then introduce the experimental design
and present the findings from the survey experiment. Finally, the paper concludes with a
discussion of the policy implications of the findings and identifies areas for future research.

4.2 The Growth-Equality Tradeoff in International Trade
A central tension in theories of distributive justice is the tradeoff between equality of wealth
distribution and efficiency of wealth generation (Bowie 1971, Okun 1975). The growthequality tradeoff has also become a prominent feature in the international trade debate. On the
one hand, there is broad consensus among economists about the positive effects from
international trade in increasing economic efficiency and promoting economic growth. At the
same time, trade also creates distributive consequences and inequality, which likely comprise
negative externalities for some individuals. Thus, absolute economic outcomes from trade
liberalization as well as the distribution thereof are likely to be relevant for evaluating the
overall economic effects of economic openness. As Hausman and McPherson (2006) note, it
is not generally possible to separate questions concerning efficiency from distributional
questions – i.e., between the size of the pie and the way it is sliced (Hausman and McPherson
2006).
Surprisingly, however, previous studies have primarily focused on the former aspect
without adequate consideration of the latter. Confined to this perspective, individual
preferences over international trade are understood as a reflection of how a given person has
fared under economic openness. Such arguments are based on the standard models of trade
liberalization: the Stolper-Samuelson (or Hecksher-Ohlin) model and the Ricardo-Viner,
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which focus on trade’s implications on individuals’ income and job prospects in explaining
individual attitudes towards international trade. Accordingly, if trade leads to the loss of one’s
job or lower income, an individual will oppose liberal trade policy. By contrast, if an
individual experiences higher incomes under trade, this person will support international
economic integration.
More recently, however, a growing literature, notably from experimental economics,
shows that a substantial percentage of people are strongly motivated by other-regarding
preferences in social interactions (Charness and Rabin 2002, Fehr and Schmidt 1999, Levitt
and List 2007, Sobel 2005). This conclusion has followed observations of individuals’
behavior in various experimental game interactions. 39 For example, under the standard
assumption that individuals are rational and only care about how much money they get, and
that both know about the other’s rational intentions, the basic game structure of the
Ultimatum Game predicts a non-cooperative outcome.40 However, across a wide range of
experiments, it has been reported that individuals offer much larger shares or tend to reject
offers below a threshold well above the expected minimum. In general, respondents’ motive
for the rejection of positive, yet perceived as “low” offers, is that they view them as unfair.41
These results indicate that individuals care not only about the absolute outcome, but also
about how an intervention affects their respective outcome relative to others.
Existing studies on the relationship between international trade and inequality have
thus far mainly focused on examining the association between countries’ actual inequality
trends and their trade tariffs. For example, using five-year-interval panel data from 73
countries, Hwang and Jung (2002) demonstrate that countries with higher initial asset
inequality tend to impose higher average tariff rates. Similarly, looking at income inequality,
Marktanner and Sayour (2009) show that countries’ decision to liberalize trade is dependent
on their respective level of income inequality. In particular, the authors find that countries
with lower initial income inequality attained earlier membership to the General Agreement on
Tariffs and Trade (GATT) than countries with higher levels of inequality. However, given
that levels of income inequality reflect a significant component of a given country’s overall
economic condition, namely the distribution of the country’s wealth among its population, it
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Most of these experiments examined individuals’ behavior through the Ultimatum Game by Güth et al. (1982)
in which a pair of subjects, a proposer and a responder, has to agree on the division of a fixed sum of money.
While the proposer can make a proposal with regards to how to divide the amount, the responder can only either
accept or reject the proposed division. If the responder rejects, both players receive nothing. By contrast, if the
responder accepts, the proposal is implemented.
40
In the case of the Ultimatum game it is predicted that the responder accepts any positive amount of money and,
hence, the proposer gives the responder the smallest money unit and keeps the rest to herself.
41
See Camerer (2003) for a comprehensive overview and discussion of experimental findings.

	
  

90

is plausible to assume that inequality developments can have a strong impact on people’s
evaluations of trade’s economic impact.

4.2.1 Rising Income Inequality and Individual Trade Preferences
Sociotropic models of individual trade preferences posit that individuals assess the impact of
international trade based on collective-level information about the country’s economic
conditions (Kinder and Kiewiet 1981, Mansfield and Mutz 2009). As Mansfield and Mutz put
it: “In the case of trade preferences, if available information convinces a person that many in
the United States are being adversely affected by free trade, even if he is not, it will be the
former, sociotropic perception that shapes his trade policy preferences (…).” (2009: 432-433).
Some scholars submit that the alternative framework advocating egotropic evaluations of
international trade based on people’s personal economic situation pose a very high cognitive
demand on individuals (Fordham and Kleinberg 2012, Schaffer and Spilker 2013). More
specifically, it is unrealistic to assume that individuals would engage in complicated costbenefit analyses to anticipate the likely impact of free trade on their employment status or
income level. In addition, Mansfield and Mutz state that individuals find it difficult to
associate personal economic experiences with government policy (2009: 432). Sears and Funk
(1990) further add that in the case of the US, national-level outcomes are likely to play an
even stronger role because American citizens tend to show reluctance in attributing their
personal successes or failures to government policy or broader societal processes.
To test the impact of sociotropic considerations on people’s trade opinions most
scholarly analyses rely on people’s self-reported perceptions of the country’s economic
performance. For example, to measure sociotropic concern Mansfield and Mutz (2009) ask
survey respondents to state whether international trade has helped or hurt the economy as a
whole. While this approach provides a direct indication of people’s overall concern about the
national economy, we cannot disentangle which aspects of the country’s economic condition
people refer to when thinking about the potential implications of trade openness. Surveying
existing public opinion studies on international trade Scheve and Slaughter (2006) note that
public concern about economic globalization is predominantly tied to labor-market
considerations. Specifically, high levels of unemployment may heighten individual concerns
about the employment risks associated with liberal trade policies. In a cross-country
comparison, Scheve and Slaughter (2006) find that protectionist sentiments are stronger in
countries with higher unemployment rates. At the micro level, Hiscox (2006) finds that
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providing respondents with information linking trade to the possibility of job losses,
significantly decreases people’s support for trade liberalization.
Notwithstanding the importance of the country’s labor market condition, the influence
of other macroeconomic indicators, including income inequality trends, on people’s trade
attitudes has thus far not been adequately considered in existing studies. Especially in the case
of the US, the exclusion of inequality may be due to the commonly held view that the
prevalence of individualism in US culture encourages exceptionally high tolerance for social
and economic differences. However, observing changes in inequality attitudes among the US
public over time, McCall and Kenworthy (2009) do not find much empirical support for the
postulated American indifference to inequality trends. Rather, the evidence suggests that
salience of income inequality issues is on the rise. The authors assert that public concern
about income inequality was indeed relatively low as the general trend towards rising
inequality began to emerge in the late 1980s. However, public awareness over the issue of
income differences grew over the 1990s as income inequality continued to increase beyond a
temporary blip, and the issue gained salience in both elite and public discourse (McCall and
Kenworthy 2009: 462). Concern over rising income inequality is still high today and is not
likely to lose ground in the public debate in the foreseeable future. As President Obama
recently declared: “Inequality is the defining challenge of our time”.42
The assertion that trade liberalization exacerbates inequality between and within
countries is readily employed in anti-globalization narratives. As anti-globalization activist
Noam Chomsky puts it: “Inequality is soaring through the globalization period – within
countries and across countries.”43 Similarly, The Guardian journalist Walter Schwarz writes:
“(…) all the main parties support nonstop expansion in world trade and services although we
all know it makes rich people richer and poor people poorer.”44 However, while such rhetoric
is compelling, rising inequality is not automatically attributed to increases in international
trade, but will depend on people’s concern for inequality. In other words, the extent and
readiness with which individuals link information about inequality with international trade is
conditioned by their inequality attitudes. People who are more concerned about inequality
tend to assign greater weight to the economic implications of trade on the country as a whole.
The distribution of income as reflected in a country’s income inequality trends, therefore,
constitutes an important factor in the sociotropic evaluation of trade liberalization of the
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See http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2013/12/04/remarks-president-economic-mobility.
Cited in The New York Times. “The Rich Get Rich and the Poor Get Poorer. Or Do They?” August 15, 2002:
http://www.nytimes.com/2002/08/15/business/15SCEN.html, last accessed: April 25 2014.
44
Cited in Dollar (2004).
43
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highly concerned. This leads them to react more sensitively to information about income
disparities and to more likely use such information to update their evaluations of international
trade. When individuals perceive the distribution of income to be unfairly distributed, they are
likely to attribute such developments to international trade. This, in turn, decreases their
support for international trade. In contrast, individuals who are less worried about inequality
are less likely to connect inequality trends with economic integration. Rather, they tend to
focus on the absolute aggregate economic outcomes of trade, and are thus more likely to take
other macroeconomic indicators, such as unemployment rates or the country’s gross domestic
product, into account to evaluate the effects of international trade. In the next section I
examine people’s underlying motives to incorporate inequality considerations in forming their
individual trade preferences.

4.2.2 Concern for Inequality and Mass Support for Protectionism
To the extent that individuals with high concerns about inequality connect inequality trends
with the process of trade liberalization, what are the motivations underlying individuals’
sociotropic evaluation of international trade based on distributional consequences? In what
follows I conjecture that interpretations of trade’s impact on the overall distribution of income
are related to concerns over general norms of fairness and the perceived social costs of
inequality.45
First, individuals might evaluate the distribution of wealth in the society from the
perspective of distributive fairness. Studies from political psychology research find that
individuals tend to follow the “do-no-harm heuristic” when evaluating socioeconomic reform
measures (Baron 1995, 1996, Haferkamp et al. 2009, Royzman and Baron 2002). According
to Baron (1995), the do-no-harm principle can be described as a general rule against taking an
action that results in a worse outcome for someone else.46 This entails not causing harm to
others or protecting others from harm. But what, in fact, qualifies as harm? Haferkamp et al.
argue that generally harms are seen as any form of deviation that creates a reduction from the
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Singer and Rosas (2007) propose a similar mechanism through which changes in a country’s income
distribution drive voter choices.
46
The do-no-harm is closely related to the concept of Pareto efficiency in economics and public choice literature.
A Pareto improvement refers to a change in the distribution of resources that results in at least one individual
being better off without making any other individual worse off. An allocation is then defined as "Pareto
efficient" or "Pareto optimal" when no further Pareto improvements can be made. Applying the (strong) Pareto
criterion and the do-no-harm principle, i.e. to only consider options that lead to Pareto improvements, means that
no change is justified as long as someone is hurt under this change, regardless of the benefit that may be realized
for others. This, however, can lead to a status quo bias.
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status quo according to which “people assume that a rule or a certain distribution of resources
that has been established over time must automatically be fair.” (2009: 530). As argued
above, open trade is known to create winners and losers. For example, free trade may lead to
the loss of employment for unskilled workers in developed, skill-abundant countries as a
result of increased competition encouraged by liberal trade policies. Hence, gains from
economic openness, including personal gains to the individual may not justify these losses to
others.
A further argument related to the do-no-harm heuristic is that people have difficulty in
comparing the magnitude of good and harm (Baron et al. 2006, Baron and Kemp 2004,
Bazerman et al. 2000, Kemp 2007). In evaluating the loss and gains from international trade
individuals’ assessments may be more strongly influenced by the potential negative
externalities that some groups of people are faced with as a result of economic openness. This
argument partly builds on findings from research on prospect theory, which suggests that in
decision-making perceived losses loom larger than gains (Kahneman and Tversky 1984). In
other words, the dissatisfaction associated with loss is greater than the pleasure associated
with the same amount of gains. However, the argument departs from the theory’s
conventional prediction that in the domain of losses self-interest should play a stronger role.
Rather, individuals view avoiding losses to others as more important as maximizing their own
gains. Thus, even when trade liberalization leads to overall economic efficiency and growth
for the country as a whole, people may oppose open trade if the process is perceived to result
in losses for some. Hence, even when the aggregate gains from trade openness vastly
outweigh the losses, people may prefer trade protectionism because they see the losses as
more salient. Overall, it can be argued that perception of loss accrued to certain segments in
the society contributing to rising income disparities can serve as an important cue for
individuals when forming their attitudes towards international trade.
An alternative motive underlying people’s concern over the distribution of incomes
across segments of the society is the anxiety over the social costs associated with rising
income inequality. As many studies show, large economic differences can be linked to a
series of bad social outcomes (Pogge 2007). For example, higher inequality has been found to
be connected to higher crime rates, such as homicide and robbery (Demombynes and Ozler
2005, Kelly 2000, Wade 2007: 116). Furthermore, the vast literature on democratic transition
asserts that large gaps between classes provides a fertile ground for popular mobilizations and
protests which can result in other forms of political and social instability (Acemoglu and
Robinson 2005, Muller 1985, Przeworski 1992). The initially high receptiveness for the
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Occupy Wall Street among publics across the world visibly demonstrates the mobilizing
power of concerns over social and economic inequality.
In sum, people might object to income disparities for various reasons. In particular,
objections against high inequality out of fears of the anticipated social costs suggest that
people’s anxieties about wealth distribution are not solely motivated by altruistic motives. It is
important to note that these motivations are not mutually exclusive. People who oppose rising
income inequality based on considerations of general norms of fairness may be equally
worried about rising inequality generating high social costs. It can therefore be assumed that
when individuals perceive trade as contributing to growing income disparities, they will
oppose trade liberalization. To what extent individuals make this association between
economic integration and growing inequality depends on each person’s attitude towards
inequality. Hence, the specific hypothesis to be tested is: People who are more concerned
about income inequality are more likely to support protectionist measures. The next section
presents the empirical strategy I employed to test this hypothesis.

4.3 Data and Empirical Strategy
To test the impact of people’s perceptions of income inequality on their attitudes towards
trade liberalization, I proceed in two steps. As a first step, using ANES survey data for three
consecutive rounds (2004, 2008 and 2012), I carry out an empirical test of how individuals’
perception of inequality conditions their level of support for trade liberalization. In a second
step, I use a survey-experiment design to examine how respondents react to information about
domestic rising income inequality and growing income gaps abroad. This tests to what extent
this form of support for trade restrictions is distinct from the conventional understanding of
protectionist preferences to safeguard domestic jobs. To this end, I provide experiment
participants with information about rising income inequality within the US and growing
income gaps in other parts of the world. In the following subsections I first present the design
of the ANES dataset and the results from the survey data analysis. Setup, design and
corresponding analysis of the survey experiment are reported in the following subsection.

4.3.1 Survey Data Analysis
Using ANES survey data for the years 2004, 2008 and 2012, I carry out an empirical test of
how individuals’ perception of inequality influences their level of support for trade
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liberalization. Survey responses from the three years are pooled to a total sample of 9448
respondents. Certainly, it would have been ideal to test the above hypothesis for a longer time
period. However, while earlier survey waves asked respondents to state their view on foreign
imports, these surveys did not include questions on attitudes about inequality with explicit
reference to income inequality47 (see also McCall and Kenworthy 2009: 461). The three
survey waves employed in this study contain both a question on individuals’ attitude towards
trade liberalization and a question that taps respondents’ reported perception of income
inequality.
To measure respondents’ trade preference the ANES asks: “Some people have
suggested placing new limits on foreign imports in order to protect American jobs. Others say
that such limits would raise consumer prices and hurt American exports. Do you favor or
oppose placing new limits on imports, or haven’t you thought much about this?” After
deleting non-responses, including “Haven’t thought much about this” and “Don’t know”, I
generated a binary variable, Protectionism, set equal to 1 if the respondent favors stricter
limits; at the other end, a score of 0 indicates opposition to such trade limits.
Figure 10 Level of Protectionist Sentiment by Year
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Rather, the majority of the questions on inequality attitudes included in the ANES capture respondents’ view
on equality of opportunity (e.g., equal chances) and formal equality (e.g., equal rights and treatments). Earlier
survey rounds do not even contain questions on income inequality (e.g., income disparities).
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Figure 10 shows the overall picture of protectionist sentiment for the time period under study.
In general, the numbers suggest that there is relatively high demand for some trade restriction
among the US public. In each year, the share of respondents who favor placing limits on
foreign imports is higher than the share of people who oppose such a policy measure. In 2004,
respondents seem to be split on the issue with almost half of the respondents indicating
support for free trade (44.8%), while the other half favors placing new limits on foreign
imports (55.2%). In the following survey wave in 2008, the percentage of respondents
supporting the introduction of import restrictions increased significantly to 68.4%. In the
latest survey of 2012, protectionist demand remains relatively high with a negligible decrease
to 66.5%.
To gauge individuals’ perception of inequality, respondents are asked to indicate, on a
1-5 scale, how in their view the gap between and rich and poor people has developed over the
past 20 years. In constructing the independent variable, Inequality, I recoded this measure in
such a way that higher values correspond to a greater awareness of rising income disparities.
Figure 11 Distribution of Concern for Inequality 2004-2012
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Figure 11 shows the proportion of respondents in each of the five categories of Inequality
distributed across the given survey years. The graph illustrates that in all three survey waves,
the majority of respondents perceive income gaps to be “much larger” as compared to 20
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years ago. In 2012, the share of respondents who held this view was larger than in 2008. This
picture reverses when one looks at the share of respondents who think that the income gap is
“somewhat larger”. A larger proportion of respondents who notice a moderate increase in
income disparities was reported in 2004 than in 2012. In the category capturing respondents
who consider the income gap to have remained “about the same” as compared to the last 20
years, there are no significant differences across the years under study.
Finally, the ANES dataset also contains information on respondents’ sociodemographic characteristics, including age, gender, education, income, employment status,
and political ideology. I control for the effects of these variables in the analysis. Moreover, I
also control for the effect of respondents’ subjective evaluation of the country’s economic
condition. Respondents’ personal assessment of the country’s economic performance is
captured by two variables. One variable asks respondents to report the perceived change
between the country’s economic state in the past 12 months and the current state. A second
measure indicates respondents’ prediction of the country’s economic performance in the
coming 12 months. All items included in the analysis are shown in Appendix Table A1.

4.3.2 Results of Survey
The results of the logistic regression, presented as estimated marginal effects in Table 10, lend
empirical support for the hypothesized positive relationship between individuals’ level of
inequality concern and demand for limiting trade. As the finding from the bivariate regression
in Column 1 shows, the estimated effect of individuals’ inequality perceptions is statistically
significant and positive. The more people perceive economic differences between the rich and
the poor to be widening, the more likely they are to oppose economic openness. This finding
remains robust after controlling for respondents’ socio-demographic attributes.
Table 10 Predictors of Protectionist Sentiment

VARIABLES
Perception of inequality
Age
Female
Education
Income

	
  

(1)

(2)

(3)

0.0342***
(0.0072)

0.0340***
(0.0077)
0.0005
(0.0005)
0.0187
(0.0154)
-0.0081
(0.0051)
-0.0015

0.0261**
(0.0104)
0.0005
(0.0007)
0.0253
(0.0204)
-0.0036
(0.007)
0.0004
98

Working
Liberal
Conservative
Country’s economy (last 12 months): Better
Country’s economy (last 12 months): Worse
Country’s economy (next 12 months): Better
Country’s economy (next 12 months): Worse

(0.0075)
0.0205
(0.0185)

(0.0097)
0.0238
(0.0249)
0.0103
(0.0267)
-0.0051
(0.0239)
0.0191
(0.0286)
0.0277
(0.024)
0.0211
(0.0231)
0.0088
(0.0277)

4,489
3,958
2,285
Note: (1) The reported coefficients from the logit regression are estimated marginal effects
and show the marginal effect on Pr(y=1 (Favor new limits on foreign imports)) given a unit
increase in the value of the given predictor variable, holding all other variables at their sample
mean values. (2) Standard errors in parentheses. (3) *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.
Observations

Column 2 reports the results from the multivariate regression in which I include individual
characteristics typically classified as economic determinants of individual trade preferences.
For example, following the H-O logic education is often used as a proxy of individuals’ skill
level. Again, respondents’ reported perception of rising income disparities is significantly
associated with their trade preference. Holding all variables at their means, a positive change
of one standard deviation in the Inequality concern measure increases the probability of the
respondent favoring trade restrictions by 3,4 percentage points. None of the other control
variables included in the analysis reaches statistical significance. In particular, while
economists have often attributed protectionist sentiments to individuals’ ignorance or
economic literacy, I find that the effect of inequality concern still remains significant after the
inclusion of respondent’s educational attainment.
In Column 3 I add respondents’ political ideology as well as subjective evaluations of
the country’s economic condition both in retrospective and prospective terms to the
multivariate regression. For ease of interpretation, I plot the regression coefficients of the
multivariate regression with all predictor variables in Figure 12. As the results show, the
association between individual level of inequality concern and support for limits of foreign
imports remains statistically significant. Age has almost no effect on respondents’ stated view
on foreign imports. The signs of the political Ideology variables are consistent with the widely
assumed direction, with Liberals typically being more supportive trade restrictions as
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compared to people who identify more strongly with Conservatives. Yet, as the confidence
intervals show, the effects are not statistically different from zero. Interestingly, both positive
and negative evaluations of the country’s economic condition are associated with an increase
in protectionist demand. However, the coefficients are not statistically significant. Overall,
these findings indicate that people’s concern for inequality is instrumental in determining
their preferences towards trade liberalization, independent of their socio-economic status. In
the next section, I present the design and results from the survey experiment.
Figure 12 Average Marginal Effects on Protectionist Sentiment

Perception of income gap
Age
Female
Education
Income
Working
Liberal
Conservative
Economy (Retro): Better
Economy (Retro): Worse
Economy (Prospect): Better
Economy (Prospect): Worse

-.05

0

.05

.1

Average maginal effects with 95 CIs

Note: (1) The dots represent the estimated marginal effects from the logit regression for each
predictor variable specified in the model (Column 3 of Table 1). (2) Whiskers indicate the
95% confidence intervals around the means.

4.3.3 Survey Experiment
	
  
The emerging literature on fair trade preferences shows that some individuals oppose free
trade because of sincere concerns about potential negative effects of trade on labor or
environmental conditions (Bechtel et al. 2012, Ehrlich 2010, Hearn 2014). However,
advocates of free market competition contend that fair trade preferences in fact reflect
protectionism in disguise. For example, Brown et al. argue that demands for higher labor
standards abroad merely aim at protecting domestic jobs from more competitive foreign
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workers (1996: 266). With regards to the demand for linking international trade to
environmental protection standards Bhagwati and Srinivasan (1996) assert that such claims
simply aim at protecting domestic businesses who face higher costs in meeting higher
domestic standards. Bhagwati concludes that “protectionists see great value in invoking
‘unfairness’ of trade as an argument for getting protection: it is likely to be more successful
than simply claiming that you cannot hack it and therefore need protection.” (1995: 746)
Similarly, demands for restricting or regulating free trade out of concerns over potential
negative effects of trade on income distribution are also typically discarded as a disguise of
employment-related protectionism.
In order to show that opposition to international trade is based on sincere beliefs about
the potential influence of trade in exacerbating income disparities I test to what extent
individuals’ trade preferences are also influenced by income inequality trends outside their
own country. If fair trade preferences indeed simply reflect individuals’ concerns over
domestic jobs then we should observe economic differences in other countries to play no
significant role in individuals’ evaluation of international trade. In contrast, if concerns about
income inequality outside the US significantly affects respondents’ attitude towards trade this
would lend support to the existence of fair trade preferences that are motivated by nonemployment related concerns. Opposition to international trade may thus be motivated by the
ambition to protect foreign workers from unjust exploitation. For instance, Goldberg and
Pavnik (2007) observe that economic globalization has not lived up to the expectation of
increasing the income of the less skilled in developing countries. To the contrary, the authors
provide empirical evidence showing that these less skilled workers, who are presumed to be
the locally abundant factor and should thus benefit most from economic openness, are not
better off after trade liberalization. In contrast, the image of sweatshop plants with inhumane
working conditions for a minimal wage is often cited as a drastic consequence of the “race to
the bottom” induced by unfettered trade. Especially in the US context, citizens may consider
widening economic gaps in other parts of the world (in particular less developed countries) as
a violation of equality of opportunity, and may therefore oppose further economic openness
irrespective of domestic job concerns. To test whether individuals’ trade preferences are
influenced by sincere concerns about rising income inequality I provide respondents with
information about the income distribution in the US and in one part of the developing world. I
expect that the information about rising income inequality outside the US is at least as
important as the information on domestic income inequality.
Participants to the survey experiment were recruited via the crowd-sourcing platform
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Amazon Mechanical Turk (AMT). While the most obvious advantages of AMT are the ease
and speed of obtaining relatively large samples at relatively low costs, some scholars have
raised doubts concerning the representativeness of AMT samples.48 In conducting a large
survey of over 10,000 respondents from AMT, Kuziemko et al. (2013) acknowledge that
selection into their survey is not representative of the US population. However, comparing
their AMT sample to a nationally representative sample of US adults contacted by Columbia
Broadcasting System (CBS), they do not find large differences in the distribution of
respondents’ socio-demographic characteristics between the two samples. Comparing the
summary statistics from my sample to the American Community Survey (ACS) sample shows
that respondents from the AMT sample are younger and more educated (see Appendix Table
A2). However, on other key demographic characteristics, including gender, employment
status and household income, my sample closely resembles the distribution in the ACS
sample. A second limitation inherent in AMT samples is the fact that respondents select
themselves into the survey in contrast to a randomly drawn sample from the population. The
results from should thus be interpreted in light of these limitations.
In designing the survey experiment I took several steps to ensure the validity of the
responses from AMT respondents. First, respondents who took the pilot survey 49 were
excluded from participation in the final survey. Second, while respondents cannot be forced
into spending a pre-defined time on the survey, I excluded respondents from the analysis who
completed the survey in less than 5 minutes as well as respondents who took more than 30
minutes to finish the survey.50 In addition, I also excluded respondents from the analysis who
did not engage fully with the treatment conditions.51
Overall, the survey experiment was divided into five parts. In the first part,
respondents are asked to provide information on some standard demographic characteristics,
including age, gender and political ideology. This was followed by the randomly assigned
treatment. Except for a control group receiving no information, respondents assigned to a
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See a blog entry by Dan Kahan, http://www.culturalcognition.net/blog/2013/7/10/fooled-twice-shame-onwho-problems-with-mechanical-turk-stud.html, July 2013. For further discussions of the demographics of AMT
users, see Ross et al. (2010) and Berinsky et al. (2012).
49
I implemented a pilot round in order to test the survey experiment design and in order to identify potential
technical difficulties. The pilot survey was implemented March 25th 2015 and had a sample of 500 respondents.
50
Results from the pilot survey indicate that the minimum time to complete the survey is around 5 minutes,
while the maximum amount of time required to complete the survey is about 25 minutes. Therefore, I excluded
respondents who finished the survey in less than 5 minutes and those who took more than 30 minutes.
51
The treatment condition pages were programmed in such a way that an error message would appear if the
respondent just clicked through the page without answering the questions. However, instead of prohibiting
respondents from advancing to the next questions of the survey, respondents were taken to the next page at the
third attempt to	
   click on the continue button. If a respondent did not answer all the questions from the treatment
page correctly, her answers were excluded from the analysis.
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treatment group received information about inequality trends. In general, the goal of the
information treatments was to raise individuals’ awareness and concern about inequality.
Kuziemko et al. (2013) show that encouraging participants to engage with the provided
information treatments in an interactive way presents an effective way to heighten people’s
awareness about income inequality and to view “inequality as a very serious problem”. More
specifically, in their survey experiment respondents were asked to state their household
income and were then informed what share of households earned more or less than the
respondent’s household. The application also allowed the participants to explore the share of
households below or above any other reference income set freely by the respondent. While
the latter element holds the potential to provide participants with a greater volume of
information and hence enhances the treatment (depending on how intensively the participant
makes use of the invitation to explore income levels other than her own), it also creates a
somewhat uncontrolled treatment. In particular, since there is no restriction with regards to
the extent of exposure and the substantive income level for which the respondent is supposed
to experience the share of household below and above, we cannot know how intensively the
participant was “treated”. This may result in somewhat different treatment conditions for each
participant. In designing the information treatments I therefore limited the interactive
application to some pre-defined values. I describe the interactive application in greater detail
further below.
To study people’s susceptibility to different types of information on inequality and
how this ultimately affects their trade preferences, I generated four treatment conditions. Each
treatment condition emphasizes either an increase in income inequality within the United
States in the last 20 years (Domestic Inequality), or a rise in income disparities in a
developing country region 52 (Global Inequality). To be able to compare the substantive
difference between these two types of inequality, I varied the salience of the information
about inequality resulting in a high and a low salience treatment condition for each type of
inequality and combined them. Hence, in each treatment condition respondents receive
information on both types of inequality. This allows me to single out the effect of domestic
inequality information treatment when domestic inequality varies between two treatment
conditions (from low salience to high salience) while holding global inequality constant.
Conversely, in order to identify the effect of the global inequality information treatment I
compare the difference in protectionist sentiment between the two treatment conditions in
which global inequality varies, while domestic inequality remains constant. To mitigate
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Respondents were presented with randomized information about the income distribution in Sub-Saharan
Africa or South Asia.

	
  

103

unintended ordering effects, in each treatment condition I randomized the order in which each
type of inequality would appear. Table 11 presents the treatment conditions.53 Note that the
treatment conditions did not prime respondents to link rising inequality to international trade.
No reference to international trade was made in the information treatments.
Table 11 Overview of Treatment Conditions

Global Inequality

Domestic
Inequality

High: Interactive exploration of
income distribution in a developing
region

Treatment 1
Domestic High – Global High
Treatment 3
Low: Standard text reporting the rise
Domestic
Low – Global High
of income inequality in the US
High: Interactive exploration of US
income distribution

Low: Standard text reporting the rise
of income inequality in the a
developing region

Treatment 2
Domestic High – Global Low
Treatment 4
Domestic Low – Global Low

To increase respondents’ awareness of domestic inequality I ask respondents to report the
share of US households that are below or above a specified household income level by using
an interactive converter box. Once the respondent types in the income amount specified in the
question text into this converter box, she obtains information on how many percent of US
households earn more or less than the inputted amount. The respondent is then asked to type
the amount into a prepared answer box. Experiment participants received six questions of this
kind. While the first three questions aim at demonstrating the vast number of US households
who make less than the specified income levels (which were all below the median), the last
three numbers are intended to show the relatively large proportion of US households who
have income levels much higher than the country’s median.54 Figure A1 of the Appendix
provides a screenshot of this treatment condition.
In the global inequality treatment respondents were asked to report the amount of
income a household would make if inequality had been shared equally. To this end, survey
participants enter the household’s current income specified in the question text into the
prepared converter box to obtain the answer. Again, respondents answered six questions. The
first three questions reveal that households with very low levels of income would have earned
much more if incomes had been equally distributed. Conversely, the last three questions
showed that households who currently enjoy relatively high incomes would have earned much
lower incomes. These interactive features were included in the treatment conditions
displaying high salience of inequality. This treatment condition is illustrated through the
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
53

The survey can be reviewed online at:
https://eu.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_7NT0mIbVITnZkEJ&Preview=Survey&BrandID=ethzurichenv.
54
Real income data are taken from the U.S. Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey 2014.
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screenshot shown in Figure A2 of the Appendix.
In the low-salience conditions I simply ask respondents to read a short text mentioning
that income inequalities has increased with richer households receiving more than middleincome and poor households. To highlight the type of inequality, global versus domestic, I
presented a map of the US and a world map, respectively (see Figure A3 of the Appendix).
Following the treatment conditions, respondents were asked to provide their opinions
on some trade-related questions. Most studies rely on a single-item indicator to measure
individual trade preference (including the ANES item employed in the first-step analysis).
However, using multiple indicators takes into account that international trade is a multifaceted
phenomenon. Thus, individual attitudes about this process are also likely to reflect
individuals’ considerations about several dimensions of international trade. First, I presented
respondents with seven word pairs, which represent some of the common negative and
positive characterizations of international trade. Respondents were asked to use these word
pairs to indicate their spontaneous association when thinking about trade more generally. The
next items capture respondents’ policy preferences with regards to international trade, i.e.
whether they think the government should encourage or discourage international trade. Using
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) I created an index of support for protectionism. The
values are standardized on a 0-1 scale with higher values representing stronger support for
limiting international trade. Table 12 shows that all ten items load satisfactorily on one factor
and add substantively to the latent concept of individual attitude towards trade.
Table 12 Index of Public Support for Protectionism
Variable

Survey Item
Q1 Generally, what is your feeling when you think about international trade? Fair-Unfair
Q2 Generally, what is your feeling when you think about international trade? Good-Bad
Q3 Generally, what is your feeling when you think about international trade? Opportunity-Threat
Q4 Generally, what is your feeling when you think about international trade? Job-Unemployment
Q5 Generally, what is your feeling when you think about international trade? Hope-Fear
Protect1 Cronbach α
Q6 Generally, what is your feeling when you think about international trade? Wealth-Poverty
= 0.92
Q7 Generally, what is your feeling when you think about international trade? Beneficial-Harmful
Q8 Do you feel the process of increasing trade between countries has been going too fast, too
slowly or at the righth pace?
Q9 The government should restrict access to the US market to limit trade with other countries.
Q10 The government should open the economy to increase trade with other countries.

Factor loadings
0.677
0.835
0.828
0.768
0.74
0.734
0.859

Weight
0.071
0.186
0.151
0.109
0.116
0.109
0.19

0.5
0.664
0.717

0.047
0.11
0.141

For the remainder of the survey, participants were asked to provide further information on
other possible determinants of trade attitudes. In addition to the standard variables such as
age, gender, political ideology, education, employment status, and income, I also control for
respondents’ level of economic literacy. Caplan (2002, 2007), for example, ascribes
protectionist sentiments to a mere reflection of ignorance or irrationality of the public. More
specifically, the author argues that citizens have systematically biased beliefs about the
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economy, which leads them to vote for protection although they in fact prefer the outcomes of
free trade (2007: 23-50). In other words, people would be as favorable towards free trade as
economists if they were able to understand the concept of the “invisible hand” of the market
and the concept of comparative advantage. By controlling for respondents’ economic training
I test to what extent trade attitudes are dependent on respondents’ economic literacy.
Furthermore, Mansfield and Mutz (2009) find that beliefs about the national economy
have a significant effect on trade opinions. To control for evaluations of the country’s
economic conditions, I create an index, National Economy, by asking respondents to evaluate
the national economy’s current state, its development over the past 12 months and
respondents’ expectations with regards to the next 12 months.
Next to the effects broadly connected to economic expectations of international trade,
various studies have emphasized the influence of non-economic factors in determining
people’s trade preferences. For example, some studies have documented the impact of
nationalist feelings on trade preference formation (Mayda and Rodrik 2005, O’Rourke and
Sinnott 2001). People who express stronger nationalist feelings have been found to be more
likely to endorse protectionism. The variable Nationalism is created using responses to the
question whether the respondent thinks the US should defend its national interest even if this
may lead to conflict with other countries. To capture respondents’ sympathy towards
collectivism, I ask to what extent they agree with the statement that individuals should put
their interest second for the sake of the society. In another survey experiment, Ehrlich and
Maestas (2010) demonstrate that risk orientation plays an important role in shaping individual
trade policy preferences. In particular, when studying the effects of inequality aversion Kroll
and Davidovitz (2003) advise to control for the effect of risk aversion. This is because any
given reduction in the dispersion of income in an economy not only reduces the inequality
between individuals in the economy, but also diminishes the risk to individuals entering the
economy (Kroll and Davidovitz 2003: 19). The question therefore arises whether the
preference for an egalitarian distribution is motivated by aversion to inequality or aversion to
risk. Following Ehrlich and Maestas (2009) I measure individuals’ risk orientation by asking
respondents how comfortable (uncomfortable) they feel when taking decisions in different
situations. Question wording and coding schemes of the variables mentioned here are
provided in Appendix Table A3.

4.3.4 Results of Survey Experiment
The main explanatory variable, treatment membership (Treatment), is a nominal variable with
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five categories: Control (0), National high – Global high (1), National high – Global low (2),
National low – Global high (3), and National low – Global low (4). I first examine the overall
protectionist sentiment among the respondents. As Figure 13 shows, average support for
protectionism is at 0.375. The graphical inspection further reveals that respondents
consistently report stronger protectionist sentiments when they were assigned to a treatment
group as compared to respondents from the control group. Respondents who did not receive
any information on rising income inequality show considerably less favorable attitudes
towards restricting international trade than the reported average level of support for
protectionism among all respondents. Among the treatment condition members, respondents
who were exposed to highly salient information about rising global income inequality and less
salient national income gaps reported the highest protectionist demand. Low-salient
information about growing income disparities in the US as well as abroad seem to produce
less support for protectionist measures. Yet it is still comparatively higher than the average
protectionist sentiment expressed among respondents in the control group. In the following, I
further probe whether these differences in the opposition to international trade are indeed
accounted for by the information treatments. In addition, I examine which type of inequality
plays a stronger role in shaping individuals’ trade attitudes.
Figure 13 Average Level of Support for Protectionism across Control and Experimental Conditions

Control (N=417)

Treatment 1 (N=343)

Treatment 2 (N=329)

Treatment 3 (N=406)

Treatment 4 (N=420)

0

.05

.1

.15

.2

.25

.3

.35

.4

.45

Index of Support Level for Protectionism
Note: The reference line represents the sample mean of support for protectionism (=0.375).
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I first conduct Student’s t-test to compare the mean level of support for protectionism between
the control group and each experimental treatment group. Overall, the results in Figure 14A
lend support to the paper’s hypothesis that concern for general income inequality between
segments in society decreases support for international trade. Independent of the type of
inequality highlighted in the information treatment respondents who received information
about rising income inequality show a stronger preference for protectionist trade policy. The
difference between exposure to growing income gaps information and obtaining no
information is statistically significant across all treatment groups. The difference is largest
between respondents in the control group and respondents who learned about rising income
inequality in a developing region in an interactive manner and read about rising national
income inequality. I find the smallest difference in means of protectionist demand between
the control group and treatment group 4 in which respondents simply read about growing
income gaps both in the US and in a developing region.
Figure 14 Difference in Means of Support for Protectionism
A: Difference in Mean Support for Protectionism (Control vs Treatment)

Control vs T1

Difference in means

Control vs T2
Control vs T3
Control vs T4
B: Difference in Mean Support for Protectionism across Treatment

T1 vs T2
T3 vs T4
T1 vs T3
T2 vs T4
-.05 -.04 -.03 -.02 -.01

0

Not significant

.01

.02

.03

95%

.04

.05

.06

.07

.08

.09

99%

Note: 1) Dots indicate the difference in mean support for protectionism between control group
and each experimental treatment group (Figure 5a), and across experimental treatment groups
(Figure 5b). 2) Whiskers indicate the 95% confidence intervals around the means.
Next, I compare the average support for protectionism across the experimental treatment
groups in order to examine the relative importance of the inequality type in influencing
individuals’ trade policy opinion. First, I contrast treatment 1 and treatment 2. In both
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treatment groups, respondents received high-salience information about rising income
inequality at home, while the salience of the information about rising income inequality in a
developing region differs (Treatment 1: high salience, Treatment 2: low salience). Thus,
comparing the mean level of protectionist demand between these two treatment groups allows
me to capture the importance of the global inequality treatment prime. Similarly, difference in
mean protectionist support between treatment 3 and 4 reflects the influence of information of
global rising income disparities in shaping individual trade preference. As shown in Figure
14B, the high-salience information about widening income gaps outside the US, in a
developing region55 presented in treatment 3 generates stronger protectionist support than
low-salience information about global inequality.
To assess the impact of the domestic inequality prime, I contrast treatment 1 with
treatment 3. While respondents were exposed to high-salience information about rising
income inequality in a (randomly assigned) developing region in both treatment groups,
salience of news about domestic inequality varies between the two experimental conditions.
In a similar vein, variation of salience in the presentation of domestic income disparities
combined with low-salience information about global income gaps in both treatment
conditions 2 and 4 makes it possible to analyze the impact of the domestic inequality prime.
However, the findings in Figure 5b indicate that varying the salience of information about
rising income inequality at the national level does not significantly increase people’s support
for trade protectionism.
To evaluate the robustness of the observed treatment effects I formally test the effect
of the exposure to the inequality information treatments on respondents’ attitude towards
international trade, while controlling for important demographic characteristics. Table 13
shows that treatment membership increased respondents’ support for protectionism. In other
words, respondents who received information about rising income inequality reported more
favorable attitudes towards limiting international trade as compared to respondents from the
control group who did not receive further information. Column 1 presents the sole effect of
each experimental condition on stated support for protectionism. As predicted, all coefficient
signs are positive indicating an increase in protectionist sentiment among respondents who
have been exposed to information about income disparities. With the exception of treatment
condition 4, all coefficients are statistically significant.
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In addition to randomly assigning respondents to either high-salience information about rising income
inequality in South Asia or Sub-Saharan Africa, I also run a statistical test for potential contingent effect of the
treatment region on respondents’ level of protectionist support. Results from the regression analysis show that
the specified developing region did not have any statistically significant effect on respondents’ attitude towards
trade.
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Table 13 Predictor Variables of Support for Protectionism

VARIABLES
Treatment 1: NatHi-GlobeHi
Treatment 2: NatHi-GlobeLow
Treatment 3: NatLow-GlobeHi
Treatment 4: NatLow-GlobeLow

(1)

(2)

0.0338**
(0.0163)
0.0352**
(0.0163)
0.0534***
(0.0156)
0.0257
(0.0156)

0.0399**
(0.0161)
0.0374**
(0.0161)
0.0474***
(0.0154)
0.0245
(0.0154)
0.0009*
(0.0005)
0.0013
(0.0107)
-0.0148
(0.0146)
0.0045
(0.0118)
-0.0309
(0.0283)
-0.0073**
(0.003)
-0.0085
(0.0059)
0.0059
(0.0162)
0.0126
(0.012)
-0.001
(0.0013)
0.229***
(0.029)
0.0037
(0.0047)
-0.0004
(0.0052)
0.0093***
(0.0024)
0.233***
(0.0454)

Age
Female
Ideology (Republican)
Ideology (Independent)
Ideology (Other)
Education
Economic Education
Job Status (Self-employed)
Job Status (Employed)
Income
Evaluation of National Economic Condition
Nationalism
Collectivism
Risk
Constant
Observations
R-squared

	
  

0.346***
(0.0109)
1,506
0.008
Standard errors in parentheses
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

1,439
0.094
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As shown in Column 2, the treatment effects maintain statistical significance even after
including the set of control variables described above. Among the control variables, I find that
Age has a statistically significant effect with older people reporting more sympathy towards
limiting international trade. Consistent with previous findings, Education is associated with
individuals’ trade opinions. More specifically, higher educational attainment decreases
positive attitudes towards protectionism. The results indicate that Education in Economics has
a similar effect like general education. However, the measure does not approach statistical
significance.
I also find that respondents’ evaluation of the country’s economic performance as
captured by the index Economic Condition has a statistically significant effect on people’s
trade preferences. Respondents who are pessimistic about the country’s economic
performance are more likely to prefer limiting international trade. This finding lends support
to the sociotropic argument, which posits that individuals evaluate international trade based
on considerations about trade’s impact on the country as a whole. More importantly, the
inclusion of respondents’ evaluation of the country’s economic performance does not render
the effect of the information treatments redundant. This finding suggests that next to concerns
about other macroeconomic conditions such as unemployment, concerns about the overall
distribution of income can indeed also have considerable effect on people’s evaluation of
international trade.
Finally, the results indicate that non-economic factors, including respondents’
nationalistic feelings and risk orientation can play a considerable role in shaping individuals’
trade opinions. In line with findings from earlier studies, respondents who welcome a more
assertive role of the US in defending its national interest are more likely to support
protectionism. Individuals who feel less comfortable taking risks are show less favorable
attitudes towards trade liberalization.
Overall, these findings show that the treatment conditions were effective in
influencing respondents’ trade attitudes as theorized. In particular, across all treatment groups,
exposure to information about rising income inequality significantly increased people’s
support for limiting international trade as compared to respondents in the control group who
did not receive any information on income distribution trends. Furthermore, assessing the
relative importance of the type of inequality in influencing people’s trade preferences, I find
that information about rising income disparities abroad serve as an effective prime in
increasing public demand for protectionism as compared to information about national
inequality. This finding lends strong support to the study’s hypothesis that support for trade
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restrictions are not merely a reflection of employment-related interests but reflect individuals’
sincere concerns about potential negative effects of international trade on others. The claim by
free trade supporters that demands for limiting international trade motivated by inequality
concerns is primarily a case of protectionism in disguise does not uphold in light of these
findings.

4.4 Conclusion
One common view about popular attitudes towards social and economic differences among
the US public is that economic inequality is considered to be natural and unobjectionable. As
Glazer puts it, “Americans, unlike the citizens of other prosperous democracies, not to
mention those of poor countries, do not seem to care much about inequality.” (2003: 111).
The results from the present study challenge this alleged indifference towards income
inequality among the wider US public. First, rising income inequality has not gone unnoticed
by the public. Data from the American National Election Studies show that there is growing
concern over the way economic benefits are shared in the society. Individuals who are
concerned about rising inequality readily associate international trade with widening
economic differences within and between societies. Thus, if trade is seen as widening income
inequality, individuals may not support open trade even when they are aware of the positive
effects of economic openness. Rising income disparities can, therefore, have considerable
impact on individual trade preference formation.
Empirically, I employ a dual strategy to analyze the impact of inequality concerns on
individual trade preferences. Using existing survey data from the American National Election
Studies I identify a positive association between people’s concern about rising income
inequality and protectionist attitude towards trade. In a second step, I carry out a survey
experiment to identify the causal effect of inequality concerns on individual trade preference
formation. The results from the survey experiment suggest that priming respondents to be
more concerned about inequality by providing information about rising income inequality
(without any reference to trade liberalization) generally decreases public support for
economic globalization. Moreover, the findings suggest that such opposition to open markets
are motivated by sincere fairness considerations rather than echoing employment-related
motives to safeguard domestic jobs. More specifically, I find that information about rising
income inequality abroad seem to encourage greater protectionist demand among
respondents. These results also lend support to the general argument advanced in the
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emerging literature on fair trade preferences (e.g., Ehrlich 2010, Hearn 2014), which argues
that people have sincere concerns about trade’s negative externalities on certain segments of
the society or the environment and may favor trade restrictions due to such concerns.
However, it needs to be kept in mind that the findings are based on opinions stated by
the wider US public. Generalizations are thus limited to societies with similar socio-economic
characteristics. Extending the analysis to include additional countries can provide important
insights into potential conditional effects of the relationship between individuals’ inequality
perceptions and attitudes towards trade. For example, the literature on the trade-environment
linkage posits that, in developed, advanced industrialized countries, people’s environmental
concerns can generate considerable opposition towards free trade (Bechtel et al. 2012). More
generally, in a cross-country comparison of public concern about the state of the environment,
Franzen and Meyer (2010) find that cross-national differences in environmental attitudes,
including the willingness to forego economic growth for environmental quality is conditional
on a certain level of economic prosperity in a given society. A cross-country analysis could
provide answers as to whether concern for inequality is a “higher-order” value people adopt
as they enjoy economic wealth. Does the inequality-trade linkage only kick in when people
have fulfilled their basic needs, and start prioritising relative incomes rather than being solely
worried their absolute share of the pie? Alternatively, prevailing inequality norms in the given
society may influence the relationship between people’s concern about income distribution
and their trade opinion. Given the single-country focus of the present study, addressing these
questions is beyond the scope of this paper.
In addition, while the survey experiment design generates results with high internal
validity, one has to be careful in generalizing these findings based on responses of AMT
registered users to the wider US public. As noted above, the most problematic aspect is
probably the self-selection of the participants into the survey as compared to a sample that is
randomly drawn from the population. Therefore, in order to make more general arguments
about the impact of income inequality concerns on individual trade preferences among the
wider US public, it would be ideal to administer this survey experiment with a randomly
drawn sample from the population. However, since the results from the current survey
experiment are consistent with the findings from the ANES survey data I am confident that
these findings are not a mere artefact resulting from particular demographic characteristics of
the AMT sample.
In sum, Americans are becoming more aware of widening economic differences in
their society, and they increasingly seem to mind the gap. Trade policy implications are
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known to provoke strong and often polar opinions, since they directly affect job security and
income levels – issues that are dear to the hearts of all citizens. Past political experience has
shown that the issue of income inequality can fuel fierce political conflict within societies. In
addition, as a relatively new “social problem” in American public perception, attitudes
towards inequality are likely to be weakly developed and sensitive to contemporaneous
debates, including those promoted by the anti-globalization movement. Such concerns may
translate into protectionist sentiment and foster the global backlash against economic
globalization. Policymakers committed to fostering trade liberalization and the multilateral
trading system may need to get a better sense of the country-specific level of equality-growth
trade-offs. This can help them to address questions over the distribution of the benefits of
economic integration when designing and implementing trade policies aimed at improving
people’s wellbeing and thereby gaining more public support.
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4.5 Appendix
Table A1: List of Variables from the American National Election Studies, 2004-2012

1. Outcome Variable
Protectionism

2. Predictor Variable
Inequality

3. Control Variables
Age
Gender
Education

Family income

Employment status

Political ideology
Evaluation of country’s
economy (past 12
months)
Evaluation of country’s
economy (next 12
months)

	
  

“Some people have suggested placing new limits on foreign imports in
order to protect American jobs. Others say that such limits would raise
consumer prices and hurt American exports. Do you favor or oppose
placing new limits on imports, or haven’t you thought much about this?”
[0=Oppose; 1=Favor]
“Do you think the difference in incomes between rich people and poor
people in the United States today is larger, smaller, or about the same as
it was 20 years ago?”
[1=Much smaller; 2=Somewhat smaller; 3=About the same;
4=Somewhat larger; 5=Much larger]
“What is the month, day and year of your birth?”
[0=Male; 1=Female]
“What is the highest grade of school or year of college you have
completed?”
[1=8 grades or less; 2=9-12 grades (“high school”), no diploma; 3=12
grades, diploma or equivalency; 4=Some college, no degree; 5=BA level
degrees; 6=Advanced degrees incl. LLB]
“Please look at the booklet and tell me the letter of the income group that
includes the income of all members of your family living here in 2003
before taxes. This figure should include salaries, wages, pensions,
dividends, interest, and all other income.” (collapsed)
[1=0 to 16th percentile; 2=17 to 33rd percentile; 3=34 to 67th percentile;
4=68 to 95th percentile; 5=96 to 100th percentile]
“We’d like to know if YOU are working now, temporarily laid off, or are
you unemployed, retired, permanently disabled, a homemaker, a student,
or what?”
[0=Not working (includes: temporarily laid off, unemployed, retired,
permanently disabled, homemaker, student); 1=Working]
“Would you consider yourself a LIBERAL or a CONSERVATIVE?”
[0=Moderate; 1=Liberal; 2=Conservative]
“Now thinking about the economy in the country as a whole, would you
say that over the past year the nation's economy has gotten BETTER,
stayed ABOUT THE SAME, or gotten WORSE?”
[0=Stayed about the same, 1=Gotten better, 2=Gotten worse]
“What about the next 12 months? Do you expect the economy, in the
country as a whole, to get BETTER, stay ABOUT THE SAME, or get
WORSE?”
[0=Stay about the same, 1=Get better, 2=Get worse]
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Figure A1: Screenshot of High-salience Information about Domestic Income Inequality

Note: In a previous page, respondents were asked to study an example before being directed
to the actual treatment condition page.
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Figure A2: Screenshot of High-salience Information about Global Income Inequality

Note: In a previous page, respondents were asked to study an example before being directed
to the actual treatment condition page.
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Figure A3: Screenshot of Low-salience Information about Domestic and Global Income Inequality

Table A2: Comparison of Summary Statistics between ACS and AMT Sample

ACS sample* (in percent) AMT sample (in percent)
Gender
Male
49.2
53
Female
50.8
47
Median Age
37.5
29
Education
High school graduates or higher
86.6
42.56
Bachelor's degree or higher
29.6
51.02
Employment
Employed
63.6
68.27
Unemployed
36.4
31.73
Median household income
$52,250
$45,000-$49,999
*Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2013 American Community Survey.
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Table A3: List of Variables from Survey Experiment

1. Outcome Variable
Protectionism
2. Predictor Variable
Treatment
3. Control Variables
Age
Gender
Political ideology
Education

Education in economics

Employment status
Family income

Evaluation of country’s
overall economic

Nationalism
Collectivism

Risk orientation

	
  

Standardized index of protectionist sentiment from 10 survey items (see
Table 3).
Respondents were randomly assigned to one of the treatment conditions.
[0=Control; 1=National High & Global High; 2=National High & Global
Low; 3=National Low & Global High; 4=National Low & Global Low]
“In what year were you born?”
“Are you male or female?” [0=Male; 1=Female]
“Generally speaking, do you think of yourself as a …?” [1=Democrat;
2=Republican, 3=Independent; 4=Other]
“What is the highest level of education you have attained?” [1=No
formal education; 2=Income primary school; 3=Complete primary
school; 4=Incomplete secondary school: technical/vocational type;
5=Complete secondary school: technical/vocational type; 6=Incomplete
secondary school: university-preparatory type, 7=Complete secondary
school: university-preparatory type; 8=Some university-level education,
without degree; 9=University-level education, with degree]
“Have you received any education in economics?” [1=Never taken any
economics courses so far; 2=Economics courses part of studies at high
school; 3=Economics courses part of studies at college/university;
4=Study/studied economics as a major subject]
“What is your current occupation?” (collapsed) [0=Non-active; 1=Selfemployed; 2=Employed]
“We would like to ask you about your household income in the past 12
months, counting all wages, salaries, pensions and other incomes before
taxes and other deductions. Was your household income …?”
[1=Less than $20,000; 7=$45,000 to $49,999; 10=More than $75,000]
Standardized index (0 to 1) from the following 5 items:
1. “What do you think about the state of the economy these days in
the United States?” [1=Very good, 2=Good, 3=Neither good nor
bad; 4=Bad; 5=Very bad]
2. “Would you say that over the past 12 months the nation’s
economy has gotten better, stayed about the same, or gotten
worse?” [1=Got much better; 2=Got somewhat better; 3=Stayed
about the same; 4=Got somewhat worse; 5=Got much worse]
3. “What about the next 12 months? Do you expect the economy to
get better, stay about the same, or get worse?” [1=Get much
better; 2=Get somewhat better; 3=Stay about the same; 4=Get
somewhat worse; 5=Get much worse]
“The United States should follow its own interests, even if this leads to
conflicts with other countries.” [1=Strongly disagree; 2=Partly disagree;
3=Neither agree nor disagree; 4=Partly agree; 5=Strongly agree]
“For the sake of the national community/society, the individual should
put his/her personal interests second.”
[1=Strongly disagree; 2=Partly disagree; 3=Neither agree nor disagree;
4=Partly agree; 5=Strongly agree]
“People often have to take risks when making financial, career, or other
life decisions. How comfortable or uncomfortable do you feel when
taking such risks?” [1=Extremely comfortable taking risks;
10=Extremely uncomfortable taking risks]
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5. A Reference-Dependent Framework of Individual Trade
Policy Preference Formation
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Abstract
In this paper I argue that in interpreting the economic impacts of economic openness,
individuals do not rely exclusively on either perceptions of the country’s economic condition
or considerations of their own pocketbook. Rather, in evaluating their economic situation
individuals compare their personal economic circumstances to the country’s overall economic
performance. Thus, people’s positive assessment of their relative economic condition is likely
to increase support for free trade, while negative evaluations tend to encourage opposition to
free trade. However, the effect of individuals’ perception of economic change on individual
trade preference formation is likely to depend on issue salience of trade policy. A highinformation environment helps people link general economic conditions to international trade.
In contrast, at low levels of media attention, it is difficult for the mass public to infer trade’s
overall economic impact from their evaluation of general economic conditions. Documenting
media coverage of international trade topics for a period of 20 years, I demonstrate that
trade’s issue salience tend to vary. This in part explains the variation in the strength of the
relationship between individuals’ perception of their economic condition relative to others in
society and their attitudes towards trade liberalization. The paper’s main empirical
implications are tested using time series survey data from the American National Election
Studies (ANES) for six consecutive survey rounds (1992 to 2012). Information about
individuals’ sociotropic and egotropic evaluations are matched with each other in order to
generate a measure of relative economic condition.

Keywords
Public Opinion, Sociotropic, Egotropic, Issue Salience, Mass Media
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5.1 Introduction
A recurring theme in the public discourse on the desirability of trade agreements, including
the current negotiations on the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), evolves around the
widespread fear of the potential loss of local jobs and stagnation of wages and incomes. Such
concerns, as famously captured by Ross Perot’s analogy of the “giant sucking sound”,
draining millions of jobs from the American heartland, is said to reflect one of the main
sources of public agony with economic openness. The standard literature commonly presents
individual trade policy preferences largely as a function of employment and earnings effects
of international economic integration. The basic assumption is that expectations about
positive effects from trade are said to increase popular support for free trade. In contrast,
anticipation of negative consequences of economic integration tends to give rise to popular
demand for protectionism. However, it is unclear whether individuals evaluate the effects of
international trade based on their personal economic conditions, or whether this assessment is
based on the state of the country’s economy as a whole.
Scholars advocating the influence of egotropic concerns contend that in formulating
their trade preferences, individuals rely on personal-level experiences (Mayda and Rodrik
2005, O’Rourke and Sinnott 2001, Scheve and Slaughter 2001). More broadly, it is assumed
that individuals have preferences for a growing personal pocketbook under trade. Thus,
individuals who expect to benefit from greater employment opportunities under trade
liberalization are likely to support free trade, while individuals who worry about job loss or
wage reduction due to economic openness tend to oppose it. This assertion has increasingly
been challenged by more recent studies, which focus on the impact of sociotropic evaluations
on individuals’ attitudes towards trade (Mansfield and Mutz 2009, Schaffer and Spilker
2013). It is argued that individual trade preferences are predominantly determined by people’s
perception of the country’s economic performance rather than reflecting their pocketbook
considerations. In other words, trade opinions mirror people’s concerns about the impact of
trade liberalization on the national economy as a whole. Attempts to test the impact of either
egotropic or sociotropic beliefs on individuals’ attitudes towards trade have typically
generated inconclusive findings. While some scholars find that individuals’ trade preferences
are more sensitive to beliefs about their own economic situation, other studies show that trade
attitudes vary with people’s perceptions of the health of the nation’s economy. The possibility
that pocketbook and sociotropic economic assessments operate in tandem to shape the way
individuals view economic globalization has not been adequately accounted for in the existing
literature.
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In explaining voter turnout Killian et al. (2007) introduce a reference-dependent model which
examines the joint impact of both pocketbook and sociotropic evaluations on electoral
behavior. More specifically, the authors submit that a type of social comparison between
beliefs about one’s own economic wellbeing and one’s perception of how well the country is
doing shapes individuals’ voting decisions (2007: 324). Building on Killian et al.’s (2007)
model of voter turnout, I develop a framework, which integrates the influence of sociotropic
and pocketbook evaluations on citizens’ views about economic globalization. Previous studies
have shown that individuals tend to infer trade’s national-level impact from their perceptions
of the overall state of the national economy (McMann 2012, Mutz 1998). When the overall
economy is considered to be doing well, people may extrapolate this positive assessment of
the overall economy to believing that international trade has positive effects on the overall
economy. Conversely, a worsening economy may lead people to think that economic
openness has negative economic consequences. Accordingly, in comparing their pocketbooks
with the country’s state of the economy individuals can update their assessment of trade’s
income effects. When individuals believe that the overall economy is performing well while
their own financial household experiences economic hardship, they may think that they are
losing out under trade. This would leave them feel relatively deprived and they will be more
likely to oppose trade liberalization. In contrast, when they consider their economic situation
to be improving while others in society are struggling, this will lead them to feel like a net
benefactor of economic openness. A more advantaged economic condition vis-à-vis the
national economy will therefore increase individuals’ support for trade liberalization.
How do individuals link evaluations of the country’s general economic condition to
trade’s impact on the national economy? Past research emphasizes the role of mass media in
facilitating the link between people’s economic perceptions and subjective evaluations of
trade liberalization. In particular, issue salience of trade policy and corresponding mass media
attention to trade topics can determine the extent to which pocketbook and sociotropic
concerns shape policy preferences. When mass-mediated information about economic
integration is abundant, exposure to news reporting is likely to prime individuals to connect
their economic perceptions to trade policies and form their trade preferences accordingly. In
contrast, low media attention to trade issues makes it difficult for individuals to draw such a
link between economic concerns and the implications of international trade. This, in turn, is
likely to alter the impact of individuals’ economic perceptions on individual trade preference
formation.
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Using the American National Election Studies (ANES) data collected in multiple survey
rounds (1992-2012), I first test the impact of individuals’ assessment of their pocketbook
relative to the rest of the country on stated levels of support for international trade.
Pocketbook considerations are captured in the ANES through a survey item that ask
respondents to indicate how they perceive their personal economic condition. In a separate
question tapping sociotropic concerns, respondents are asked to give a subjective evaluation
of the country’s economic performance. The same response categories were used for these
questions. To generate a measure of respondents’ perception of relative economic condition, I
match the responses of the egotropic and sociotropic item. Results from this analysis suggest
that perceptions of a person’s economic condition relative to how they think the country as a
whole has fared play a significant role in determining individuals’ attitudes towards trade.
In a second step, documenting the appearance of news stories about trade-related
topics in US newspapers and newswires from the LexisNexis database56 as well as television
news from the Vanderbilt Television News Archive 57 for the time period under study (19922012), I find that there is high fluctuation in media attention to trade policy issues over time.
The results suggest that shifts in trade’s issue salience can account for changes in the impact
of individuals’ economic perceptions on individual trade policy preferences. In highinformation periods a strong significant relationship between individuals’ economic concerns
and trade opinion can be observed. In contrast, such an association is not found for lowinformation periods.
The paper is organized as follows. The first section reviews the relevant literature and
embeds the research question into the existing scholarly debate. In the next section, I outline
the mechanism through which individuals’ perceptions about personal economic conditions
relative to the country’s economy is likely to influence people’s opinions about international
trade. From this I derive testable implications, which are to be empirically evaluated in
section 3. I first present the data and briefly describe the procedures for extracting the relevant
information from the ANES surveys and the news archives, before testing the paper’s
hypotheses. Section 4 presents the results. The final section concludes and provides potential
avenues for future research.
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The LexisNexis database maintains legal and public-records related information from scientific journals,
newspapers, web-based publications, official press releases, and other information sources. It provides computerassisted counts of pre-defined keywords in its archived outlets. http://www.nexis.com/, accessed: February 23,
2015.
57
The Vanderbilt Television News Archive maintains a library of televised network news programs. It provides
computer-assisted counts of pre-defined keywords in its archived television networks.
http://tvnews.vanderbilt.edu/, accessed: March 1, 2015).
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5.2 Egotropic versus Sociotropic Trade Preferences
Much of the research on individual trade policy preferences has largely focused on studying
how expected economic effects of international trade drive public opinion on trade policy.
However, a major ongoing debate in the existing literature is concerned with whether citizens
evaluate international trade from an individual pocketbook or an aggregate, sociotropic
perspective. In other words, there is disagreement over whether people’s views about
economic globalization are affected more by their preference for a strong national economy or
a growing personal pocketbook under trade.
Early proponents of pocketbook effects assert that one’s personal financial situation
provides an easily accessible, immediate heuristic to derive political preferences such as
approval of political incumbents or public goods provision (Downs 1957, Fiorina 1978,
Kramer 1971, Popkin et al. 1976). Economic self-interest has also been central to explaining
variation in public support for international trade (Irwin 1996, Magee 1980, Mayda and
Rodrik 2001, O’Rourke and Sinnott 2001, Scheve and Slaughter 2001). Most prominent are
explanations that rely on economic models of trade integration’s expected distributional
impact. These arguments are derived from the standard models of trade liberalization: the
Stolper-Samuelson (or Hecksher-Ohlin, H-O) model and the Ricardo-Viner (R-V) model,
which focus on the implications of trade on individuals’ income and job prospects in
explaining individual trade attitudes. As a starting point both models posit that changes in
trade policy will have an effect on individuals’ employment and incomes, with trade either
increasing or decreasing one’s job opportunities and earnings. Accordingly, if trade is
believed to lead to the loss of one’s job or lower wage, an individual will oppose trade. By
contrast, if an individual experiences higher incomes and better employment opportunities
under trade, this person will support trade.
More recently, the egotropic account of individual trade preferences has come under
strong criticism. One of the main reservations raised in these studies is concerned with the
informational demand that egotropic preferences place on the individual58 (Fordham and
Kleinberg 2012, Schaffer and Spilker 2013). In particular, these authors contend that it is
unrealistic to assume that individuals would undertake sophisticated cost-benefit analyses of
the economic implications of trade on their own personal employment status or income level.
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In response to this criticism other authors have also investigated a broad set of alternative non-economic
factors, which stress the influence of cultural and psychological factors in explaining individual attitudes towards
international trade. For example: Cosmopolitanism, nationalism, chauvinism, social trust, environmental
concerns, partisanship, etc. (Bechtel et al. 2012, Hainmueller and Hiscox 2006, Kaltenthaler and Miller 2013,
Kaltenthaler et al. 2004, Mayda and Rodrik 2005, O’Rourke and Sinnott 2001).
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Similarly, Mansfield and Mutz point to the difficulty for individuals to link their personal
economic experiences to government policy (2009: 432). Instead, individuals are more likely
to hold policymakers accountable based on collective-level information about how the
national economy is being affected under a certain policy. Thus, to the extent that trade
preferences are similar to attitudes towards other aspects of economic policy, they will stem
from people’s evaluations of the collective impact that trade policy has on the nation.
Authors from the two camps have garnered empirical support for their respective
arguments, thus sustaining the disagreement as to what types of economic outcomes people
employ in order to interpret the economic effects of trade. A more recent contribution by
Schaffer and Spilker (2013) aims to resolve this controversy by means of a survey
experiment. While previous studies examine the influence of either country-level or personal
economic concerns on individual trade attitudes, the authors generate an information
treatment, which incorporates both types of information. By exploiting the impact of the
information differential between national-level outcomes and personal consequences from
trade, the authors account for the potential joint effect of sociotropic and egotropic
considerations. The inclusion of both sociotropic and egotropic evaluations into the analysis
presents an important extension of existing research designs. Nevertheless, economic
evaluations are still conceptualized as separate sources of individual trade preferences. This is
for example reflected in the study’s main conclusion that people are more strongly persuaded
by information about the implications of trade on their own material welfare as compared to
information about how the country fares under economic openness (Schaffer and Spilker
2013).
In this paper, I argue that individuals employ personal and societal-level economic
concerns simultaneously in order to arrive at an individual judgment about the distributive
consequences from trade. In other words, in assessing the economic impact of international
trade, perceptions about one’s personal economic situation are put into perspective with the
country’s economic situation. More specifically, starting from perceptions of their financial
household, individuals then embeds this into a wider evaluation of how they think the country
as a whole has fared under trade. When individuals believe that the overall economy is
performing well while their own financial household experiences economic hardship, they
would feel that they are losing out under trade. Similarly, economic improvements perceived
at the personal level can still cause feelings of underachievement if one thinks that the rest of
the country has experienced larger gains. This is likely to leave individuals feel relatively
deprived and more likely to oppose trade liberalization. In contrast, individuals who consider
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their economic situation to be in a better shape than the country’s economic health are more
likely to support economic openness. It is this evaluation of the relative gains (losses) from
trade that is likely to influence the way people think about trade. The importance of income
comparisons has already been documented in various contexts of individual preference
formation and decision-making.

5.2.1 The Importance of Relative Income
The importance of income comparisons on individuals’ level of satisfaction has been
extensively explored in the “economics of happiness” literature (Akerlof and Yellen 1990,
Blanchflower and Oswald 2004, Boskin and Sheshinski 1978, Easterlin 1974, 1995, Frank
1985, Frey and Stutzer 2002, Layard 1980). While terminology definitions vary, a common
attribute emphasized in the literature is the idea of a reference level of income that individuals
employ in order to compare their own income. When an individual perceives her income to
fall relative to the reference income level, she feels relatively deprived “and is less happy”
(Clark and Oswald 1996: 360). In his seminal work on the influence of economic growth on
subjective wellbeing, Easterlin (1974) points out that human happiness is not determined by
absolute income growth. In his comparison of reported levels of subjective wellbeing across
countries and over time, he notes that there are correlations between a country’s average
wealth and reported average level of its citizens’ subjective wellbeing. At the same time,
however, differences in subjective wellbeing between rich and poor countries are small and
inconsistent. For instance, for the time period under study (1945-1970) subjective wellbeing
in the U.S. has largely remained unchanged although real income had doubled. Based on
these findings, the author submits that increases in individual income do not lead to more
happiness. Rather, in evaluating their personal economic situation people look to the financial
conditions of others in society as a reference norm (Easterlin 1995). Thus, as a country’s
overall economic conditions improve over time, individuals adjust their comparison standards
of desirable income based on others’ finances around them (Diener 1984). This social
comparison may then lead individuals whose income is unchanged to feel poorer. Similarly,
those who feel that they have not gained as much as others in society may feel relatively
deprived despite having experienced absolute gains. Accordingly, personal happiness
typically results from being better off than others.
Such a reference-dependent evaluation of subjective wellbeing is also reported in
Graham and Pettinato (2002). Studying self-reported levels of happiness before and after
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market integration in Peru and Russia, the authors find that citizens living in recently
liberalized economies often evaluate their subjective wellbeing in a more negative light than
in the pre-liberalization period, despite experiencing real income gains following the
transition. From a rational point of view, individuals should support market integration if they
enjoy material gains under trade. However, evidence of the “frustrated achievers”
phenomenon indicate that opposition to trade openness may be driven by negative perceptions
of one’s economic standing relative to the country’s average rather than by losses or gains in
absolute terms. In Graham and Pettinato’s (2002) terms, frustrated achievers experience
greater dissatisfaction from their conclusion that they have fared worse than others in society
than the pleasure associated with absolute gains experienced under trade. This notion is
derived from the tendency of loss aversion demonstrated in decision-making research
(Kahneman and Tversky 1984). In particular, it is assumed that since losses weigh
psychologically stronger than gains, people have a stronger preference to avoid losses than
acquiring gains. This then leads to risk aversion when deciding over an outcome comprising
similar gains and losses.
Similarly, Lü et al. (2012) provide an explicit test of the implications of intra-personal
income comparisons on individuals’ trade attitudes in a survey experiment. Providing
participants with varying wage levels of an average worker in a given sector, the authors
differentiate between the influence of advantageous and disadvantageous inequity aversion
on individuals’ stated support for trade protection. They find that individuals with incomes
greater than the income of the average worker in the industry under consideration for
protection are more supportive of sector-specific trade barriers. Conversely, when individuals
experience disadvantageous inequity aversion, i.e. if the respondent’s income is below the
average wage of the industry under consideration, she is less supportive of protectionism for
that given industry. From these findings Lü et al. (2012) conclude that individuals are not
concerned per se about inequity among other people, but are only interested in their own
material payoff relative to others. In other words, individuals may not only care about whether
they are personally faring better, but may be affected by whether these improvements are as
large or larger than those that have been achieved by other segments of the society.

5.2.2 The “Keeping Up with the Joneses” Effect
Building on previous studies I conjecture that in formulating their preferences over trade
policy, individuals are influenced by subjective assessments of their personal economic
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condition relative to perceptions of the country’s economic health.59 Therefore, both egotropic
and sociotropic concerns have to be embedded into a framework of individual trade
preference formation. This conceptualization of the impact of economic outcomes on
individual trade preferences reconciles the debate on the informational demand on individuals
in forming their interest-based preferences. First, in line with the argument advocated by the
egotropic framework, I argue that personal economic experiences are an easily accessible cue
for individuals, and one that does not require much political sophistication. Reviewing their
economic circumstances, individuals can conveniently make a judgment as to whether their
financial situation has improved or worsened (in absolute terms). Moreover, citizens update
their evaluations of their economic status according to their perceptions of how the country as
a whole has fared. Subjective assessments of the country’s economy do not assume an
unrealistic level of political knowledge on the part of the individual (Kinder and Kiewiet
1981: 132). By contrary, information about the health of the nation’s economy are readily and
abundantly available to citizens via the mass media or people’s daily social interactions with
others.
But how do individuals link evaluations of the country’s general economic condition
to trade’s impact on the national economy? McMann (2012) asserts that given the relatively
low level of factual knowledge of the majority of citizens about trade-related issues, economic
information provided by mass media and interpersonal interactions raises the awareness that
trade with other countries inevitably also affects the national economy. Thus, individuals may
infer trade’s national-level impact from their perceptions of the overall state of the national
economy. Accordingly, individuals who perceive the economy as performing well may
ascribe a positive national-level impact to trade on the basis of this inference. In contrast,
individuals who perceive the country’s economy as performing poorly may interpret it as
trade having negative effects on the national economy. By comparing their personal economic
situation to the national economy individuals can then derive an overall judgment of
economic implications from trade liberalization. More specifically, individuals who infer
from a positive national economic environment that most people have benefited from trade,
but see no improvements of their own economic situation, will feel that they have lost out
under trade (even though they may have experienced absolute gains). Conversely, individuals
who are persuaded by information about the country’s economy that trade has negative effects
on the country’s economic welfare, but perceive their financial household to be in a better
condition, will feel like a net benefactor under economic openness. This is likely to translate
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For a useful reference-dependent model of voter turnout, see Killian et al. 2007.
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into a positive overall assessment of trade liberalization. The study’s empirical implications
can therefore be formulated as follows: Individuals who perceive their household to be
performing better than the country average are more likely to support trade liberalization as
compared to individuals who perceive their household to be performing worse.
However, as noted above, the link between evaluations of the country’s general
economic condition to trade’s impact on the national economy depends on the availability of
mass-mediated economic information. In particular, issue salience of trade policy and
corresponding mass media attention to trade topics can determine the extent to which
pocketbook and sociotropic concerns influence individuals’ trade preferences. When there is
high issue salience of trade policy and mass-mediated information about economic integration
is abundant, exposure to news reporting is likely to prime individuals to connect their
economic perceptions to trade policies. In contrast, at low levels of media attention to trade
issues, the scarcity or absence of trade issue coverage make it difficult for individuals to draw
such a link between economic concerns and the implications of international trade. This, in
turn, is likely to alter the impact of individuals’ economic perceptions on individual trade
preference formation. I therefore expect a conditional effect of the hypothesized relationship
between perceptions of individuals’ relative economic conditions and individual attitudes
towards trade on issue salience. In high-information periods a significant relationship
between individuals’ economic concerns and trade opinion is predicted. In low-information
periods, this association is likely to be weaker or non-significant.

5.3 Empirical strategy
The data employed to test the hypotheses outlined above are based on the American National
Election Studies (ANES). While survey responses from the ANES are widely used in
electoral behavior research, it is somewhat underutilized in the individual trade preference
literature. Scheve and Slaughter (2001) rely on the 1992 survey wave from the ANES to
examine the impact of individuals’ skill levels on trade attitudes. Hainmueller and Hiscox
(2006) make use of two survey waves (1992, 1996) from the ANES to investigate to what
extent individuals with higher levels of education differ from their less educated counterparts
in the way they think about economic globalization. This study uses data from six survey
waves (1992, 1996, 2000, 2004, 2008 and 2012) with a sample of over 15,400 respondents.
Since 1992, the ANES survey has asked its respondents to report their attitude towards
international trade: Some people have suggested placing new limits on foreign imports in
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order to protect American jobs. Others say that such limits would raise consumer prices and
hurt American exports. Do you favor or oppose placing new limits on imports, or haven’t you
thought much about this? Coding non-responses as missing values I generate a binary
variable of Trade Limit. Support for trade restrictions is coded as 1, while opposition to
limiting foreign import is coded as 0.
As noted above, I explore the time dimension as shifts in trade’s issue salience in the
media measured as the appearance of trade-related topics in both news broadcast and
newspapers from 1992 to 2012. First, in order to account for newspapers’ interest in trade
issues, I make use of the LexisNexis archive. Using the database’s computer-assisted word
count function, I identified the total number of times when the term “free trade”60 appears as a
major mention61 in certain newspapers within a given year. I restricted the word count to
appearances in the top two newspapers with nationwide circulation, The New York Times and
USA Today, to ensure that the counts are taken from the same sources over the years of
interest. Similarly, appearances of “free trade” issues in televised news62 are accessed through
the Vanderbilt Television News Archive. I restrict my search to the “Big Three” US television
networks, American Broadcasting Company (ABC), Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS)
and National Broadcasting Company (NBC), in order to ensure comparability of the sources
over time.
The search results show that there is indeed considerable fluctuation in media attention
to trade policy issues over the years under study. As illustrated in Figure 15, although the
absolute word count numbers differ between the two mediums, the distributions are similar.
For example, both in print and TV, attention to trade-related topics was highest in 1992.
Unsurprisingly, discussions about the implications of the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA) dominated the contents of the majority of the reported news items amid
the negotiations and signature of the agreement later in the year. In 1994, the year in which
the agreement came into force, the media seem to have significantly lost interest in trade
policy issues, resulting in the largest drop from one time period to another. In fact, as the
figures show, news coverage of trade issues in later years never reached the 1992 level again.
In both newspaper and TV there has been a gradual decrease in media attention to trade topics
from 2004 to 2012.
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I avoided potentially loaded terms such as “import limits” or “trade barriers” in order to capture neutral (or
both negative and positive) issue coverage of the topic.
61
That is, if the specified search term appears in headline, lead paragraph or indexing.
62
That is, if the news item contains the term “free trade” in its title or abstract.
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Figure 15 Salience of Trade Issues in Mass Media from 1992 through 2012
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Source: LexisNexis Database and Vanderbilt University Television News Archive.

Note: The left panel shows the number of stories about “free trade” appearing in the two
largest national newspapers (The New York Times and USA Today). The right panel shows the
number of stories shown on the three largest television network news broadcast (ABC, CBS
and NBC).
To create a variable of issue salience I first rescale the word counts from the selected
newspapers and the word counts from the defined TV news networks so that both measures
have a mean of zero and a standard deviation of one. The standardized variables are then
added together to an index of Issue Salience of international trade.63
To generate the main independent variables – individuals’ combined ego- and
sociotropic economic evaluations – I use respondents’ assessments of their current personal
economic situation compared to the previous year as well as perceptions of the country’s
economic performance compared to a year ago. Responses to both survey questions are
measured on a three-point scale indicating subjective perceptions of improvement (“better”),
deterioration (“worse”) or no change (“the same”). Matching each response category from the
two questions with each other generates nine response pairs indicating individuals’
pocketbook evaluations relative to subjective assessments of the country’s economic
condition. I then combine all nine categories into one variable. The thus generated categorical
variable, Relative Income, has nine defined values. The lowest value (1) denotes the
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The Issue Salience variable has a mean of -0.38, standard deviation of 1.893. The minimum value is -1.91,
while the maximum value is 3.658.
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respondent’s worst economic condition compared to rest of the country. Greater values
indicate a gradual improvement of the respondent’s financial household vis-à-vis the
country’s economy. Table 14 provides an overview of the matched categories and their
assigned values.

“We are interested in how people are
getting along financially these days.
Would you say that you (and your family
living here) are better off, worse off, or
just about the same financially as you
were a year ago?”

Pocketbook evaluation

M
po atch
ck ed
et
bo cat
ok eg
a or
ev nd ies
al so of
ua ci
tio otr
ns op
ic

Table 14 Matched Categories of Respondents´ Combined Egotropic and Sociotropic Evaluations

Sociotropic evaluation
“Now thinking about the economy in the country as a
whole, would you say that over the past year the nation’s
economy has gotten better, stayed about the same, or gotten
worse?”

Better

Same

Worse

Worse

Worse - Better Worse - Same Worse - Worse
(1)
(2)
(3)

Same

Same - Better
(4)

Same - Same
(5)

Better

Better - Better
(7)

Better - Same Better - Worse
(8)
(9)

Same - Worse
(6)

	
  

To test whether the hypothesized relationship is robust across a range of individual
characteristics, I make use of the ANES’ rich set of information on respondents’ socioeconomic background. Existing studies have identified a range of factors, which are likely to
have considerable impact on how individuals view trade liberalization. In most existing
studies the group of individuals who tend to profit under free trade seem to include the young,
the better educated and those having higher occupational skills. Elderly people, women and
the less educated stratum are often categorized as “losers” of international economic
integration.
For example, some studies observe that females are more likely than males to oppose
trade liberalization (Beaulieu and Napier 2008, Burgoon and Hiscox 2008, Mayda and Rodrik
2005, Kaltenthaler et al. 2004, O’Rourke and Sinnott 2001). Burgoon and Hiscox (2008)
argue that differences in educational experience, in particular exposure to economic ideas at
the college level, appear to be most plausible in explaining gender differences in attitudes
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towards trade.64 Gender is denoted as a binary variable with female respondents being coded
as 1, and males as 0.
Other studies have shown that unemployed individuals express stronger support for
limiting open trade than their employed counterparts. These individuals are often presumed to
either blame economic globalization for their loss of employment or believe open trade will
hurt their prospect of securing new employment (Ehrlich et al. 2010, Mansfield and Mutz
2009). I include a Work Status variable indicating whether the respondent is currently
working (1) or not (0).
Furthermore, various authors document an age effect with older individuals appearing
to be more supportive of protectionism (Ehrlich et al. 2010, Kaltenthaler et al. 2004,
Mansfield and Mutz 2009, Mayda and Rodrik 2005, O’Rourke and Sinnott 2001). This is
commonly attributed to an increased sensitivity to losing income. Age is a continuous variable
calculated from respondents’ birthdate.65
In their cross-country analysis Mayda and Rodrik (2005) find that political affiliation
is significantly associated with individual attitude towards trade. In particular, individuals
located on the right hand side of the political spectrum tend to be more supportive of
liberalization policies than individuals who report stronger identification with left-wing
political parties. The ANES data provides rich information on respondents’ political view and
political participation. In this study, I employ the survey’s Conservative index ranging from 0
to 100. Middle values on this scale indicate neutrality, while higher values greater political
conservatism.
Moreover, in almost all existing studies, respondents’ level of education consistently
features as a prominent explanatory factor of variation in public support for trade among
individuals. While some studies treat education primarily as a proxy measure for respondents’
skill level, other interpretations of the impact of education levels on trade opinions emphasize
ideological differences between highly educated and low-educated individuals. More
specifically, these include a greater familiarity with the standard economic models of
international trade as well as a cultural mechanism that relates commitments to key values,
such as tolerance and cosmopolitanism, to attitudes towards foreign policy issues
(Hainmueller and Hiscox 2006). Education is a 7-categories measure ranging from: 1) 8
grades or less (“grade school”) to 7) Advanced university degrees.
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Other avenues of explanation such as particular labor-market risks and costs associated with maternity, or
gender differences in non-material values did not appear to be related to the gender gap in trade preferences
(Burgoon and Hiscox 2008).
65
I take January 1st of the respective survey year as the reference date.
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Finally, to test the robustness of the influence of relative income considerations on individual
attitudes I also control for respondents’ reported real income, which is assigned to a
corresponding percentile group. Altogether, the Income variable contains five categories.
Higher value categories represent higher income levels.

5.4 Results
I first estimate the unconditional relationship between perceived relative income and attitudes
towards international trade. Table 15 reports the estimated marginal effects on respondents’
likelihood to support trade restrictions. The lowest perceived relative income category, which
captures the largest discrepancy between the respondent’s personal economic condition and
the national economy, is set as the reference category. As the results show, moving from the
most disadvantageous economic condition (from the respondent’s perspective) to the next
better condition decreases individuals’ likelihood to support trade restrictions by 8.9
percentage points. A further reduction in the respondents’ probability to favor limiting foreign
imports is observed as one moves from the worst possible economic condition to the best
possible economic condition. Respondents who consider their personal economic situation to
be improving as compared to a regressive economy are 9.2 percentage points less likely to
support protectionist measures. Interestingly, perceptions of relative income captured in the
intermediate categories do not seem to have an impact on individuals’ trade preferences.
While the coefficient signs are negative as expected, they do not approach statistical
significance. This suggests that the differences between these categories are not sufficiently
salient to the individual to shape her trade attitudes. I return to this issue when discussing the
results.
Table 15 also reports the results for the included set of control variables described
above. I find a positive relationship between respondents’ level of education and support for
trade liberalization. Moving from the lowest level of education (8 grades and less) to the next
higher level of education (9-12 grades) decreases a person’s likelihood to support trade
restrictions by 9.3 percentage points. Advancing from the lowest level of education to the then
next higher levels does not seem to have a significant effect on individuals’ likelihood to
oppose trade restrictions. Only once one moves from the lowest to the highest level of
education (advanced degrees) there is a statistically significant increase in individuals’
likelihood to oppose trade restrictions. Highly educated respondents are 10.7 percentage
points more likely to disapprove limiting foreign imports as compared to those at the lowest
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level of education. Finally, while the majority of existing studies have documented a
significant influence of absolute income on mass support for trade liberalization, the findings
here suggest that this relationship is no longer robust when relative income perceptions are
considered. This underlines the importance of relative gains considerations in explaining
individual trade preferences.
Table 15 Marginal Effects on Individual Trade Preferences

VARIABLES
Relative Income: Worse-Same
Relative Income: Worse-Worse
Relative Income: Same-Better
Relative Income: Same-Same
Relative Income: Same-Worse
Relative Income: Better-Better
Relative Income: Better-Same
Relative Income: Better-Worse
High Issue Salience
Female
Working
Income (17-33rd percentile)
Income (34-67th percentile)
Income (68-95th percentile)
Income 996-100th percentile)
Education (9-12 grades)
Education (Diploma or equivalency)
Education Diploma or equivalency plus)
Education (Some college, no degree)
	
  

(1)
-0.0895**
(0.0451)
-0.0409
(0.0406)
-0.0806
(0.0529)
-0.0533
(0.0467)
-0.004
(0.0448)
-0.0667
(0.0420)
-0.0246
(0.0426)
-0.0928**
(0.0436)
0.0205
(0.0173)
0.0186
(0.0156)
0.0242
(0.0182)
0.0367
(0.0267)
-0.0045
(0.0243)
-0.0003
(0.0264)
-0.0049
(0.0408)
-0.0939*
(0.0535)
-0.0469
(0.0476)
-0.0923
(0.0718)
-0.0476
(0.0481)
135

Education (BA level degrees)
Education (Advanced degrees)
Age
Conservative

-0.0447
(0.0497)
-0.107**
(0.0523)
0.0003
(0.0005)
-0.0004
(0.0004)

Observations
6,072
Note: (1) The reported coefficients from the logit regression are estimated marginal effects
and show the marginal effect on Pr(y=1 (Favor new limits on foreign imports)) given a unit
increase in the value of the given predictor variable, holding all other variables at their sample
mean values. (2) Issue Salience is included as a dichotomous variable. Negative values are
coded as 0 (low salience), positive values are coded as 1 (high salience). (3) Standard errors in
parentheses. (4) *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.
In the following, I probe to what extent the impact of individuals’ egotropic and sociotropic
concerns on their trade preferences is conditioned by trade’ issue salience. I begin by
examining the impact of mass-mediated information about trade issues on individuals’
general interest in international trade. While previous studies have already written off trade
policy as a generally low-salience issue individuals take little interest in (Guisinger 2009,
Hiscox 2006), I expect that people’s concern for trade-related topics can vary with changes in
the level of media attention to trade issues. Accordingly, I predict that individuals are more
interested in international trade when media attention is high. Conversely, low interest is
likely to correspond to low salience of trade issues in the media. To explore this potential
variation, I make use of a special feature of the ANES trade question. As shown above, in
submitting their answer, respondents have the opportunity to report that they have not thought
much about trade. This response option is explicitly integrated into the question wording.66 To
illustrate the change in individuals’ interest in trade issues at different levels of trade’s issue
salience in the media, I examine explicitly the proportion of respondents who report that they
haven’t thought much about trade as compared to those indicating either support or opposition
to international trade. Figure 16 plots the distribution of the generated measure of trade’s
issue salience in the media and respondents’ likelihood to reply that they have not given much
thought to trade issues.
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Some surveys allow provide “Don’t know” as a response category, but do not explicitly mention it in the
question.

	
  

136

-2

-1

0

1

2

3

4

Figure 16 Distribution of Issue Salience of Trade Policy and Predicted Probability on individuals´ Interest
in Trade Issues, 1992-2012

1992
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Year
Issue Salience of Trade Policy in Media
Likelihood of Reporting "Have not thought much about trade"
Note: (1) All answers to the trade question are considered, including non-responses. Thus, Trade Limit is coded
here as a nominal variable: 1) Have not thought much about trade. 2) Oppose import restrictions, 3) Favor import
restrictions. The plot illustrating respondents’ interest in trade issues (red line) represents the predicted
probabilities of responding that one has not thought much about trade. (2) For illustration purposes, original
estimates from the logistic regression are multiplied by a factor of 0.5.

Figure 16 shows that as issue salience increases, the likelihood to report that one has not
thought much about trade when asked about one’s attitude towards trade decreases, and vice
versa. This pattern can be observed throughout the years under study, except for the period
2008 to 2012. The graph shows that during this time, while trade topics received less attention
in the media, citizens’ interest in trade issues did not drop correspondingly. However, changes
in the latter are only of a small order. In sum, it can be observed that there are parallel shifts
between people’s interest in trade policy and the media’s attention assigned to such issues.
Result from Pearson’s correlation67 (r=-0.85) further corroborates this relationship.
Finally, I test whether the impact of combined egotropic and sociotropic concerns on
individual trade preference formation differs between high and low-information periods. To
this end, I estimate the predicted probabilities for each possible response to the trade question,
including the likelihood of reporting a non-response, when respondents’ relative economic
evaluations and issue salience are jointly considered (holding all other variables in the model
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To calculate Pearson’s correlation coefficient I use the estimated predicted probabilities of responding that one
has not thought much about trade and the values from the issue salience measure.
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at their means). For ease of interpretation, I include the lowest (1), middle (5) and highest
category (9) of the Relative Income variable. Each category represents a successive
improvement of the individual’s economic condition vis-à-vis the country’s economy. In
addition, Issue Salience is included as a binary measure. Negative values are coded as 0 (low
salience) while positive values are coded as 1 (high salience). As stated above, mass-mediated
information about trade issues can help individuals draw the link between perceptions of
general economic conditions and trade policy measures. When such an association is
apparent, individuals can connect economic outcomes to changes in trade policy. In contrast,
when issue salience of trade topics is low leading to limited news coverage of trade issues,
individuals are less likely to link general economic outcomes to trade liberalization. Thus, in
such low-information environments individuals’ economic concerns tend to exert less
influence on their trade preferences as compared to high-information environments.
Figure 17 Margins Plots for Predicted Probabilities of Relative Income Perceptions and Issue Salience
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Pr(Haven't thought much about it)
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Adjusted Predictions of Relative Income Perceptions at Low and High Issue Salience
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Note: (1) The dots represent the predicted probabilities from the logit regression for each
value of the outcome variable: Pr(1=Haven’t thought much about trade) (left panel),
Pr(2=Oppose import restrictions) (middle panel), and (Pr3=Favor import restrictions) (right
panel). (2) Whiskers indicate the 95% confidence intervals around the means.
The results shown in Figure 17 corroborate the findings from the previous analysis. Highinformation periods significantly decrease respondents’ probability to answer that they have
not much thought about international trade. This indicates that the availability of mass	
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mediated information about trade issues can lift people’s interest in trade policy and increases
their likelihood to take a stance on trade policy. As the plot for the predicted probabilities of
opposing trade restrictions (middle panel) suggests, moving from an economically
disadvantaged category to a better one increases individuals’ support for international trade.
However, there is no statistically significant difference between high and low levels of issue
salience. This suggests that increased media attention to trade issues does not necessarily
generate more public support for economic globalization. In contrast, high-information
environments have a significant influence on respondents’ likelihood to support import
restrictions (right panel). As predicted, individuals’ perception of an improvement of their
personal economic status as compared to the national economy decreases demand for
protectionist measures. This negative relationship is likely to be more prevalent at high levels
of issue salience.
The variation in the impact of mass-mediated information on individuals’ support for
trade and on people’s opposition against it is puzzling. Following Mutz and Mansfield’s
(2013) observation of news contents of trade issues in the media, the reported disparity may
stem from the predominantly negative news reporting about international trade. In particular,
the authors note that media coverage of trade in the United States is almost exclusively
concerned with job loss. Results from their content analyses of newspapers and television
detect a strong bias towards news stories on the adverse consequences of economic
integration. The unbalanced reporting may be due to the fact that stories about the negative
effects of trade are more dramatic and thus “sell better”, whereas benefits from international
are more technical and more difficult to tell a story with. As Mutz and Mansfield put it:
“When local jobs are created due to open markets, few people will be aware of this fact.
When jobs are lost due to outsourcing, it will be headline news.” (2013: 4). This coverage
bias suggests that in high-information environments exposure to mediated information about
international trade will be dominated by negative primes. This may in part explain why there
is a more pronounced conditional effect on issue salience for individuals’ likelihood to
support import restrictions. At the same time, however, it needs to be noted that the influence
of media contents on individual trade attitudes is not likely to be unidirectional. Rather,
information provided by the media also serve a general public mood about economic
globalization. In other words, a lingering anti-trade mood among the wider public is not likely
to encourage an increased number of positive news stories about economic openness. Given
the dampened enthusiasm for trade liberalization among the American public these days, it
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may, therefore, be generally harder to convince individuals of the benefits of international
trade than adding to their preexisting beliefs about the negative implications of free trade.

5.5 Conclusion
Economic evaluations are considered an important foundation of individual trade preferences.
The existing literature has thus far focused on studying the impact of either pocketbook
evaluations or sociotropic considerations as independent determinants of individual trade
preference. Scant attention has been devoted to the possibility to integrate both pocketbook
and sociotropic economic assessments into a model of individual trade preference formation.
Growing evidence from various disciplines, notably from experimental economics and
political psychology research, however, suggests that pocketbook and sociotropic evaluations
are best understood in tandem to arrive at a more informative model of individual decisionmaking. To address this gap this study asks: To what extent are individual trade preferences
influenced by individuals’ perception of their pocketbook conditions relative to how they
think the country is faring economically? To test the complementary impact of pocketbook
and sociotropic evaluations, I match respondents’ evaluation of their personal economic status
with their assessment of the country’s economic performance. This thus generated variable of
relative income perception has nine categories each indicating a subjective comparison
between the respondent’s economic performance and the country’s economic health.
The findings from the empirical analysis suggest that relative income considerations
has a significant effect on the way individuals think about international trade. More
specifically, individuals who consider their personal economic situation to be in a better shape
than the country average are more likely to oppose import restrictions. Conversely, perception
of an inferior economic status as compared to the rest of the country tends to encourage
greater protectionist demand. It needs to be mentioned, however, that this relationship is only
found among the extreme categories of relative income perception. For example, respondents
who perceive their economic situation to be improving amid worsening economic conditions
at the national level are significantly more likely to oppose trade limits. Yet, no significant
difference can be observed between respondents who think that their financial household is
worsening while the country’s economy experiences improvements, and people who consider
both their economic situation and the country’s economy to have remained the same. This
may be due to the fact that the intermediate categories of relative income perception are
conceptually not easily distinguishable. Nevertheless, the overall findings are consistent with
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the theoretical prediction that people’s combined egotropic and sociotropic concerns have an
impact on trade attitudes. As a person moves from a (her point of view) very disadvantaged
economic status to a highly advantaged economic condition, this is likely to increase her
support for economic openness. Notably, in none of the models absolute income turns out to
have a statistically significant effect on individual trade preferences.
To test whether the relationship between individuals’ economic concerns on trade
preference formation is conditional upon a certain level of available information about trade
issues, I measure issue salience of trade policy. Counting news reporting on trade-related
topics in both print media and television for the time period under study, I find that, against
conventional wisdom, there is significant fluctuation in the importance the media attributes to
international trade topics. Furthermore, the findings suggest that higher issue salience can
increase people’s interest in trade issues. More importantly, mass-mediated information about
economic can shape individuals’ trade policy preferences. On the one hand, a highinformation environment helps citizens to link international trade to their general economic
concerns. Thus, individuals’ combined egotropic and sociotropic considerations exert a
stronger influence on individual trade attitudes at high levels of issue salience. On the other
hand, Mutz and Mansfield (2013) warn that media coverage of trade issues is evidently biased
towards highlighting negative implications of free trade. Given the widespread lack of
knowledge about international trade among the wider public exposure to such prejudiced
media information can further exacerbate anti-trade attitudes.
This circumstance calls for an active role of political leadership and public education
in order to provide a more balanced presentation of the impact of economic openness. Making
the topic of trade policy more accessible to the wider public can raise public awareness about
the importance of economic integration in fostering economic prosperity both in the US and
abroad. However, observations during election campaigns indicate that politicians typically
refrain from publicly making the case for economic openness for fear of electoral
repercussions (Mutz and Mansfield 2013: 4). Without a systematic and unbiased public
discourse about international trade the growing backlash against open markets and free
exchange of goods and services is likely to gain further momentum.
In addressing the most common economic misunderstandings about the effects of
trade liberalization in order to formulate adequate public education programs, it is important
to identify the sources of such prejudiced conceptions. By examining the influence of massmediated information on individual trade attitudes, the present study and Mutz and
Mansfield’s (2013) work discussed above present an important step in this direction.
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However, future research could further probe the impact of elite cues on individuals’ attitudes
towards international trade. Careful content analyses of the parties’ as well as individual
politicians’ agendas with regards to trade policy can shed important light on the top-down
channel of individual trade preference formation.
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