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Abstract

George Voinovich (R-OH) was among the staunchest free-traders in the Senate,
consistently voting in favor of free trade agreements. Yet during his 2004 reelection campaign, he blanketed Ohio airwaves with ads denouncing free trade at the
cost of over $1.2 million. Why would a pro-trade politician paint himself as a protectionist? I argue that while politicians are generally responsive to the economic
interests of their districts, constituents are poorly informed about politicians’ actual voting records. In trade disadvantaged districts, free trade and protectionist
politicians alike produce protectionist advertisements to avoid reprisal from voters; in all other districts, candidates are free to vote for liberalization and avoid
the issue entirely on the campaign trail. Using political advertising data from
2002-2008, I find that only 12 percent of races feature even a single mention of
trade. Further, I find that politicians who vote for trade openness do not suffer
electorally — even when it conflicts with the economic interests of their districts.
Thus, politicians in most districts have more latitude in selecting trade policies
than they do in other issue areas. These results suggest a solution to the puzzle
of how the United States has continued to liberalize trade over the last three
decades, despite consistent opposition by a majority of Americans.
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Introduction
“China wants to write the rules for the world’s fastest-growing region. That would put our
workers and businesses at a disadvantage. Why would we let that happen? We should write
those rules. We should level the playing field. That’s why I’m asking both parties to give me
trade promotion authority to protect American workers, with strong new trade deals from Asia
to Europe that aren’t just free, but fair.”
— Barack Obama, State of the Union, January 20, 2015

Congress has the ability to extend Trade Promotion Authority (TPA), formerly called
“fast-track,” to the Executive Branch, allowing the President to negotiate trade deals abroad.
Following such a negotiation, Congress can vote to authorize or deny the deal, but it cannot
be amended or filibustered, largely limiting debate. Consequently, during periods of TPA,
the United States completed numerous free trade agreements, further liberalizing American
trade policy.1 Trade Promotion Authority leads unambiguously to the expansion of free
trade and is therefore roundly denounced by labor groups like the AFL-CIO. Thus, it is
puzzling that Barack Obama, in his 2015 State of the Union Address, characterized TPA,
a tool of liberal trade policy, as a protectionist measure, “level[ing] the playing field” with
China and “protect[ing] American workers.” Obama uses similarly protectionist language to
advocate for the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), a free trade agreement that will reduce
tariffs and non-tariff barriers for exporters in eleven countries. The White House website
argues, “With the TPP, we can rewrite the rules of trade to benefit America’s middle class.
Because if we don’t, competitors who don’t share our values, like China, will step in to fill
that void.”
Obama’s having-it-both-ways explanation of U.S. national trade policy is instructive for
scholars of trade politics. Over the last three decades, the United States has forged free trade
agreements with countries on five continents, pursuing a strategy of bilateral liberalization
while working within GATT/WTO to further reduce trade barriers. But throughout the
1

George W. Bush used TPA to enact CAFTA and free trade agreements with Chile, Singapore, Australia,
Morocco, the Dominican Republic, Bahrain, Oman, and Peru. Barack Obama forged trade deals with South
Korea, Panama, and Colombia using TPA rules.
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same period, despite a consensus amongst economists on the desirability of trade openness, a
majority of Americans — consistently over 60 percent, according to data from the American
National Election Surveys and the Chicago Council on Foreign Affairs — opposed efforts
to liberalize trade. Given that politicians are accountable to the broader electorate, this
constitutes a puzzle: how did the United States liberalize trade without public support?
Influential political economy of trade research makes the opposite point, arguing that
liberal trade policy is a result of electoral responsiveness. Mansfield, Milner and Rosendorff
(2002) find that democracies sign more trade agreements than non-democracies because
“trade agreements convey information to voters about the activities of leaders; in turn, such
information helps leaders retain office.” In the event of an economic downturn, voters do not
know whether their elected officials’ policies are to blame, punishing incumbents regardless of
their policy positions. Thus, politicians communicate their commitment to good economic
management by signing trade deals. These agreements demonstrate to voters that their
leaders are not rent-seekers who enact trade barriers to benefit special interest groups at the
expense of the overall economy. In other words, trade liberalization is an intentional signal
that politicians send to their constituents in order to insulate themselves from blame for the
nation’s economic malaise.
Instead, I argue that liberal trade policies in the United States exist because voters do
not hold elected officials accountable for trade policy. As Guisinger (2009) illustrates, the
vast majority of American voters are unaware of their representatives’ positions on trade
and do not consider their personal trade opinions when choosing a candidate. Although
free trade is unpopular overall, trade is also rarely salient. Thus, while legislators in heavily
manufacturing-oriented districts with a preponderance of low-skilled workers may need to
adopt protectionist policy positions, those districts are in the minority, allowing the majority
of legislators far more policy space on trade.
But in terms of liberal responsiveness, I find no evidence that politicians attempt to
demonstrate their pro-trade orientation to their constituents. Using data from the Wisconsin
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Advertising Project covering the 2002, 2004, and 2008 election years,2 I find that only 12%
of House and Senate races mentioned trade in a single political advertisement, and of those
advertisements, all, save for those produced by former South Carolina Senator Jim DeMint
and Jeanne Shaheen, advocated for protectionism. Even politicians who generally vote
for trade openness engage in strategic doubletalk in their political advertisements, pitching
themselves, like Barack Obama in the State of the Union, as the protectors of domestic
American jobs. Unsurprisingly, pro-trade candidates prefer to not discuss trade at all; they
are less likely to run trade ads than protectionist candidates. Further, candidates who vote
in favor of trade when it is not in their constituents’ economic interests are even less likely
to advertise their positions.
Additionally, I find no evidence of electoral accountability: voting for trade openness in
Congress does not affect legislator electability — even following economic downturns. Given
the low salience of trade in all but the most protectionist of districts, the vast majority
of politicians are free to vote in favor of trade while avoiding the topic publicly, or even
hypocritically painting themselves as protectionists, without fear of electoral punishment.
The situational salience of trade thus contributes to national trade liberalization despite
public opposition.

2

Theory
I argue the following: first, traditional political economy of trade research argues that

national trade policy is a result of elite responsiveness to voter preferences. Second, more
recent work has begun to question the assumptions of elite responsiveness, finding that trade
is rarely salient for much of the public. Third, I argue that, counter to the expectations of the
responsiveness hypothesis, elites actively avoid taking credit for pro-trade policies; instead,
national trade policy is the result of elite preferences — not public preferences — made
possible by elites holding expanded policy space on trade due to its low issue salience.
2

Available at http://www.polisci.wisc.edu/tvadvertising.
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Standard theories of economic liberalization are often, whether explicitly or not, theories of political accountability and responsiveness. For example, democratic leaders pursue
and ratify international trade agreements in part as deliberate signals to their constituents
that they are not pursuing rent-seeking economic policies (Mansfield, Milner and Rosendorff
2002). By advocating for economic openness, politicians insulate themselves from criticism following economic downturns. Of course, this notion assumes that voters generally
want liberal trade reform and oppose protectionist policies. Moreover, Milner and Kubota (2005) theorize that politicians in newly democratic developing countries reduce trade
barriers and enact liberal trade deals to develop a broader base of political support than
could be achieved by granting favors to special interest groups. Similarly, other research
argues that trade liberalization results from the mobilization of pro-trade (protectionist)
voters who reward politicians who furnish their desired trade policies (Bailey 2001; Kono
2008; Özden and Reinhardt 2005). In other words, national trade policy is determined by
political leaders responding to the wants of voters: politicians supply trade policies in line
with individual economic interests and use international trade institutions to send signals
about those policies to their constituents.
However, this research does not directly investigate the theorized accountability mechanisms linking politicians’ actions with individual preferences on trade policy. Thus, they
rely on at least two critical assumptions, both of which have been increasingly questioned
by research both within IPE and more generally. First, they assume that voters are aware of
how their economic interests are affected by particular trade policies. However, research by
Kono (2006) suggests that much of contemporary trade policy is highly technical and difficult for citizens to understand, while Guisinger (2009) finds that trade policy is an extremely
low salience political issue for ordinary Americans. Similarly, research on economic voting
demonstrates that individuals are rarely able to link personal economic interests to policy
(Sears and Funk 1990; Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2000; Sears, Lau, Tyler and Allen Jr. 1980;
Mutz 1994).
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Second, studies of trade liberalization often assume that politicians are able to make
voters aware of their policy positions and actions: they are able to get credit for “good”
policies and to avoid blame for “bad” policies. Yet Guisinger finds that Americans are
overwhelmingly ignorant of the positions taken by their representatives on trade policy issues
and that they are unlikely to consider trade policy when selecting a candidate. Likewise, the
large literature on blind retrospection, showing that voters punish politicians at the polls
for both economic events (like import shocks) and non-economic events, including droughts,
floods, football games, and shark attacks, that are beyond their control (e.g., Achen and
Bartels 2004; Bartels 2009; Gasper and Reeves 2011; Healy, Malhotra and Mo 2010), seems
inconsistent with the notion of effective blame- or credit-attribution assumed by the trade
liberalization literature.
In a promising new article, Feigenbaum and Hall (2014) test responsiveness in the context of trade policy more directly, finding that members of Congress are more likely to
adopt protectionist positions on trade bills following economic shocks from Chinese importcompetition in their districts. Moreover, they find that in contrast to the expectations of
“blind retrospection,” voters do not seem to punish legislators whose roll call voting becomes
more protectionist in response to these shocks. Feigenbaum and Hall argue that economic
roll call votes are particularly salient to voters; thus, congressional representatives attempt
to insulate themselves from voter retaliation by voting for protection from foreign imports.
Some evidence from the American Politics literature supports their argument by demonstrating that, in some cases (i.e. particularly important bills before Congress), voters form beliefs
about their representatives’ roll call votes and use those beliefs to hold them accountable
(Ansolabehere and Jones 2010; Brady, Fiorina and Wilkins 2011). Roll call votes provide
an opportunity for legislators to take a clear position on an issue and communicate that
position to their constituents (Mayhew 1974, 2004).
Feigenbaum and Hall’s results contrast with Guisinger’s findings which suggest that trade
is a low salience issue about which citizens know little. This leaves us with a puzzle: if
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politicians want to communicate their trade positions in an attempt to appear responsive,
either to demonstrate their commitment to liberal, non-predatory free trade policies or their
support for protectionism in response to district needs, why are the overwhelming majority
of voters ill-informed and apathetic about the trade politics of their representatives?
I argue that while politicians may respond to the economic needs of their districts, they
obfuscate their voting records on trade. Politicians have a more direct way to communicate
their positions than roll call voting: running political advertisements. Political advertising is an oft-discussed subject in political science with wide-ranging implications, affecting
voter turnout (e.g., Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1996; Ansolabehere, Iyengar and Simon 1999;
Djupe and Peterson 2002; Peterson and Djupe 2005; Martin 2004; Lau and Pomper 2004)
and the way it shapes democratic citizenship (Freedman, Franz and Goldstein 2004). Most
importantly for the issue of responsiveness, recent work on the efficacy of political advertising finds that ads can actually persuade voters (Franz and Ridout 2007; Huber and Arceneaux 2007). Moreover, advertising helps politicians reach the least-engaged/aware citizens
(Claassen 2011). Thus, if politicians aim to communicate their positions on trade to their
constituents, political advertising should serve as a valuable resource.
Instead, I find that politicians only raised trade in their political advertisements in 12% of
all races, and only a single representative highlighted his pro-trade voting record. Although
members of Congress have largely voted to expand trade in the United States, they have
also made no attempt to communicate their support for trade to their constituents. This
suggests that politicians’ trade votes are motivated by something beyond the responsiveness
hypothesis supplied by the political economy of trade literature. National trade policy may
be based more on behind-closed-doors lobbying efforts (Ehrlich 2008) and elite attitudes
about trade and less on public approval than is traditionally suggested.
The Chicago Council on Global Affairs conducts a survey of American foreign policy
every four years, including both a representative sample of the general public and a study
of “foreign policy leaders,” including legislators in the House of Representatives and Senate
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Figure 1: Elite Support for Free Trade Policies by Affiliation. Note that the question asked
changes beginning in 2002. However, while the absolute levels of support for free trade policy
change with the new question formulation, the overall pattern remains consistent.

and senior members of presidential administrations.3
As shown in Figure 1, political elites of both parties consistently support – at least
privately – free trade.4 From 1978 to 1998 — until the trade question was reformulated —
elites were more than twice as likely as the public to support liberalization. These preferences
may come from interest group lobbying and campaign contributions, given that large firms
3

Both elites and members of the public were asked the following question from 1978-1998: “It has been
argued that if all countries would eliminate their tariffs and restrictions on imported goods, the costs of goods
would go down for everyone. Others have said that such tariffs and restrictions are necessary to protect
certain manufacturing jobs in certain industries from the competition of less expensive imports... Generally,
would you say you sympathize more with those who want to eliminate tariffs or those who think such tariffs
are necessary?” Beginning in 2002, rather than being asked the tariffs question, elites in 2002 and 2004 were
asked the following: “Which of the following three positions comes closest to your point of view? 1) I do
not favor free trade. 2) I favor free trade and I believe that it is not necessary for the government to have
programs to help workers who lose their jobs. 3) I favor free trade and I believe that it is necessary for the
government to have programs to help workers who lose their jobs.” Members of the general public were also
asked this question in 2004 and 2008.
4
Elite attitudes on trade may reflect a broader elite consensus on economic and monetary policy issues
as discussed by McNamara 1999.

8

stand to benefit from increased openness. Alternatively, elites may form trade preferences in
much the same way as regular citizens. The people who are elected to Congress share many
of the traits that the political economy of trade literature finds to be correlated with strong
preferences for liberalization: they are high-skilled owners of capital, cosmopolitan, collegeeducated, and male. Further, they share similarly elite educational backgrounds, likely
exposing them to the near universal consensus amongst economists about the desirability of
free trade (Hainmueller and Hiscox 2006). Regardless of their motivation, they have been
(with limited exceptions), consistent in their support for free trade over a long period.
While many lament the increasing partisanship and issue polarization in the United
States, there are also benefits: when elites are polarized about an issue, the topic becomes
increasingly salient and accessible for voters, allowing them to adopt more consistent positions (Levendusky 2010) and increasing their confidence in those positions (Druckman and
Slothuus 2013). Similarly, polarization leads to more debate on the issue in question, heightening media coverage and therefore salience for voters (Dancey and Goren 2010). However,
in the case of trade, elites are broadly united in support of liberalization, restricting the room
for debate and therefore public awareness of the issue. Further, elites are able to intentionally reduce the salience of unpopular policies in order to avoid public backlash (Oppermann
2008). Finally, research on European integration finds that elite policy provision only reflects
voter attitudes when those issues are sufficiently salient (Franklin and Wlezien 1997).
Trade is the perfect example of these phenomena: it is a nuanced, technical issue, making
it difficult for voters to interpret; elites are privately united in support of trade, limiting
partisan polarization and thus decreasing salience; and elites actively avoid communicating
their trade positions and trade votes to their constituents in order to avoid backlash. Thus,
elites do not liberalize trade in response to voters. Rather, elites are able to liberalize
trade because voters in most districts are unaware and unable to hold their elected officials
accountable.
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Hypotheses
I have four primary empirical expectations. First, following work by Feigenbaum and Hall

(2014), Autor, Dorn and Hanson (2013), and a broad survey of work on politicians’ responsiveness to voters, I expect that members of Congress make their trade votes in line with the
economic interests of their districts. That is, as the percentages of export-oriented (importcompeting) employment and high-skill (low-skill) labor in the district increase, members
should be more likely to vote in favor of liberal (protectionist) trade measures.
H1 : Representatives are responsive to the economic interests of their districts on
trade policy.
I also expect politicians to strategically claim credit for protectionism or avoid blame for
liberalization in order to persuade potential voters. Given the popular support for protectionism, I anticipate that protectionist politicians will be more likely to run trade-related
advertisements, while pro-trade politicians will be more likely to remain silent. Similarly, I
expect that pro-trade legislators who vote against their districts’ economic interests will be
even less likely to air trade advertisements.
H2 : Representatives strategically advertise their positions on trade in order to
claim credit or avoid blame from voters.
Although trade is rarely a salient issue, savvy political challengers can attempt to mobilize the public by addressing incumbents’ incongruous trade votes. In other words, while
incumbents who do not vote for the economic interests of their districts may try to avoid
discussing trade policy in their next campaign, I expect that their political rivals will be
more likely to raise the issue.
H3 : Political challengers are more likely to run advertisements with trade content
when the incumbent’s record on trade is not aligned with the interests of the
district.
10

Finally, I do not expect politicians who vote against the interests of their districts to
be punished at the ballot box. Trade is rarely a salient issue, and I see little evidence that
it is politically relevant in most races — only 12% of congressional races raised trade in
a single advertisement. Thus, while politicians are somewhat responsive with respect to
trade, I hypothesize that unresponsive members will be able to avoid punishment. As a
result, politicians have more latitude to shape trade policy according to their own policy
preferences — at least with respect to voters — than other economic and social issues. This
does not necessarily mean that politicians are unconstrained by special interests groups and
donors, however.
H4 : Incumbents will not be punished electorally for failing to vote in line with
district interests on trade policy.
I evaluate my hypotheses using economic and demographic data, congressional voting
and election data, and political advertising data.

4

Data
I address my puzzle by identifying who votes for trade and how they portray that sup-

port to their constituents. I test four hypotheses: 1) politicians vote on behalf of their
constituents’ interests, supporting trade in districts with high-skilled workers and opposing
trade in districts with trade exposed industries, 2) politicians raise trade as a campaign
issue strategically, claiming credit for protectionism and avoiding blame for liberalization,
3) challengers will attempt to blame incumbents through political advertising for positions
that are not aligned with district interests, and 4) positions on trade do not affect the ability
of incumbents to win re-election.
The dependent variable for my first hypothesis is congressional voting record on trade.
The CATO Institute’s “Free Trade, Free Markets: Rating the Congress” dataset contains
all congressional votes related to international trade from 1993-2014. CATO categorizes
11

each bill as a vote on either trade subsidies or barriers and identifies the position (support
or opposition) most closely aligned with free trade. I develop free trade vote for each
senator and representative by dividing their pro-trade votes by their total trade votes.
I use several data sources to calculate district-level demographic characteristics related
to my first hypothesis: Decennial Census data (1990-2010), County Business Patterns data
(1988-2008) provided by the Census Bureau, import and export data (1988-2008) from the
U.S. International Trade Commission, and Local Area Unemployment Statistics (1988-2008)
provided by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. As all of these datasets are available at the
county level, I transform the data to create a district-level dataset using weights provided
by the Missouri Census Data Centers Geographic Correspondence Engine. The Geographic
Correspondence Engine identifies, for each county that falls across multiple districts, the
percent of the county’s population in each district. While this measure is imperfect —
demographics are likely to vary within each county — it allows us to aggregate counties
into districts. If 45% of a county’s population sits in district A and 55% sits in district B, I
assign 45% of the demographic totals (e.g. the number of college graduates or manufacturing
workers) to district A and 55% to district B.
First, I test whether individual economic interest at the mass level accounts for congressional trade voting. The preponderance of interest-based accounts in the trade opinion
literature are based on the Heckscher-Ohlin model (e.g., Rogowski 1989; Scheve and Slaughter 2001; Dutt and Mitra 2005; Mayda and Rodrik 2005), which posits that, in states where
capital is abundant, owners of capital will prefer free trade. Conversely, in states where
capital is scarce and unskilled labor is the abundant factor of production, owners of capital
will support barriers to trade. Following prior research, I use college education as a proxy
for high-skilled labor, hypothesizing that college graduates in the United States will support
free trade at a higher rate than non-graduates. Using the approach described above, I calculate college graduate, the percentage of college-educated residents in each congressional
district.
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Additionally, I develop sector-based tests for the influence of economic interest on trade
voting. Other trade opinion researchers (e.g., Irwin 1994; Irwin and Kroszner 1999; Busch
and Reinhardt 2000; Hiscox 2001), relying on the Ricardo-Viner model, argue that individuals who work in import-competing industries are more likely to oppose liberalization,
regardless of their position within the industry. The County Business Patterns dataset, available yearly, provides county employment by industrial code (SIC prior to 1995 and NAICS
thereafter). To identify which industries are likely to be trade exposed, I aggregate the district employment totals of all manufacturing lines at NAICS-6. I then divide the number of
people who work in manufacturing industries by the total number of people employed in the
district to create percent manufacturing.
I include various demographic controls by aggregating Decennial Census and American
Community Survey data into congressional districts. high income is the percentage of
individuals in each district who are in the top nationwide income quintile. white is the
percentage of whites in the district, female is the percentage of women, and 65-plus is
the percentage of individuals over the age of 65.
Finally, I control for the political attitudes of the individual members of Congress. I
use Federal Election Campaign result data (2000-2012) to identify incumbents, the political
party of each member, and their overall general election vote share. Additionally, I include
both first and second dimension DW-NOMINATE scores developed by Carroll, Lewis, Lo,
Poole and Rosenthal (2009) to further identify individual voting tendencies.
To test my second hypothesis, I construct two dependent variables from political advertisements. First, I calculate the percentage of candidates for the House of Representatives
and Senate that ran television advertisements related to international trade. The Wisconsin
Advertising Project provides storyboards for all political advertisements produced in the 100
largest U.S. media markets from the 2002 and 2004 elections and all 210 U.S. media markets
for the 2008 elections. To determine which ads raised international trade, I reviewed each
storyboard, coding trade-related advertisements as 1 and all other ads as 0. I used a decid-
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edly low bar: if an ad mentioned trade, exports, sending American jobs overseas, keeping
American jobs in the U.S., outsourcing, trade agreements, or Fast-Track at any point —
e.g., even in a string of other policy positions — I considered it a trade-related advertisement. After coding each advertisement, I aggregated the data by candidate. If a candidate
had at least one trade-related ad, I coded trade advertisement 1; candidates without
trade-related ads were coded 0.
I also reviewed the specific content of each advertisement, recording whether the ad conveyed a pro-trade or protectionist message. As Table 3 makes clear, virtually no candidates
embraced pro-trade positions in their campaign advertising. And only one candidate, former
Senator Jim DeMint (R-SC) embraced free trade wholeheartedly.
I look for evidence of strategic trade advertising with a series of tests. First, given the unpopularity of liberalization nationwide, I test whether candidates with a record of free trade
voting are less likely to run trade-related advertisements than protectionists. As described
above, I use the CATO Institute’s “Free Trade, Free Markets: Rating the Congress” dataset
to create free trade vote, the percentage of the time each congressman voted in favor of
liberal — or against protectionist — trade bills. Additionally, I code each candidate listed
in the Wisconsin Advertising Project data as an incumbent or challenger and limit this test
to incumbents, as they have a recent voting record on trade.
Second, I expect that politicians who do not vote in their constituents’ economic interests
on trade are even less likely to advertise their support for trade. To capture this, I calculate
the residual between predicted and actual support for trade from my congressional voting
record model and include it as a regressor in a second-stage model. I anticipate that the
greater the positive gap between actual trade voting and expected trade voting, the less
likely the candidate will be to advertise their support for trade.
I also test whether incumbents react to the economic health of the district by politicizing
or avoiding trade through their advertisements. I calculate unemployment change, the
two year percent change in district employment, in order to evaluate whether incumbents
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avoid discussing trade in districts that have experienced job losses that could be perceived
by the public as trade-related. Additionally, I include unemployment from the Bureau of
Labor Statistics Local Area Unemployment Statistics.
Beyond strategic advertising by incumbents, my third hypothesis examines the advertising behavior of electoral challengers. I take two approaches, including incumbent free
trade vote, the CATO free trade score for the incumbent against whom the challenger is
running, in a challenger-only model predicting trade advertising. In addition, I identify incumbents who, based on district characteristics, were at least two standard deviations more
pro-trade than predicted by my trade voting model and include that measure (2SD protrade) in my challenger trade advertising model. Second, I test whether challengers are
more likely to run protectionist advertisements in districts experiencing economic downturns
using unemployment and unemployment change. I include similar controls in these
models, capturing district demographics and the political party of the challenger.
Finally, I test my fourth hypothesis, considering whether politicians are actually punished
for their support for trade. Using data from the Federal Election Commission, I identify the
general election vote share for each incumbent. I then regress free trade vote on vote
share, controlling for various political and district demographic variables, to determine
whether incumbents who voted to liberalize trade suffered electorally. In addition to the
variables described previously, I also include Presidential Margin, the percent difference
between the votes for the Democratic Presidential candidate and the Republican Presidential
candidate in that district. Next, I test whether incumbents who were considerably more
supportive of trade than predicted by district demographic characteristics are punished for
their positions by regressing the residual from my congressional voting model on vote share.
Finally, I assess whether the most pro-trade members of Congress are punished for their
support for trade during economic downturns by interacting free trade vote with the
change in the unemployment rate.

15

5

Evidence
In this section, I present four sets of analyses. First, I present regression results that

correlate district demographic characteristics with congressional trade votes. As predicted
by H1 , I find that many of the district demographic characteristics identified by the political
economy of trade literature, including both Heckscher-Ohlin and Ricardo-Viner explanations of economic interest, are related to the trade voting behavior of members of Congress.
Second, I use logistic regression to examine whether incumbents are strategic in their use
of trade advertisements. While I find evidence for H2 , strategic advertising, I do not find
evidence that pro-trade members attempt to claim credit for their votes; instead, my results
show that pro-trade legislators are less likely to run political advertisements featuring trade
content than other incumbents. Further, I find that members of Congress who are more
pro-trade than expected relative to their district interests are even less likely to run trade
related advertisements. Finally, I demonstrate that, following increases in district unemployment, incumbents have a reduced propensity to air trade advertisements. Third, I use
logistic regression to investigate the relationship between incumbent trade votes and the
way challengers politicize trade through advertising. I find evidence for H3 : challengers are
more likely to politicize trade against incumbents who are more pro-trade than predicted
by district characteristics. Fourth, I test H4 , that trade responsiveness matters for electoral
outcomes, and find no evidence that incumbents are punished for adopting trade positions
that are incongruent with district demographics.
Table 1 depicts the regression of various political, economic, and demographic variables on
incumbent free trade vote. I present the results in both a pooled model and, subsequently, a
model including year fixed-effects. The models depict similar results. As predicted by factor
endowment models, as the percentage of college educated residents increases, so too does
the legislator’s propensity for voting in favor of positions associated with trade openness.
Conversely, as district manufacturing employment increases, elected officials are more likely
to adopt protectionist stances. As with other studies of the public opinion of trade, higher
16

rates of female and retirement age residents are also associated with more protectionist
policies. Further, districts with a higher proportion of Caucasian residents are more likely
to elect pro-trade members of Congress, and, unexpectedly, districts with a higher rate of
high-income residents are associated with more protectionism. This effect is surprising: highincome is typically associated with a preference for free trade or — in other studies — at
least ambivalence. Nationwide measures of top income quintile, as used in my study, may
be insufficient for capturing high-income locally with respect to trade opinions. Alternative
measures of local purchasing power, home prices, etc. may yield different results.
Turning to the political variables, senators are more likely to vote in favor of trade liberalization than representatives. This is consistent with the political economy understanding
that, as the size of the electorate increases, representatives prefer trade openness. Free trade
distributes benefits broadly while adversely affecting certain populations that tend to be
concentrated locally (i.e., people who work in import-competing industries); thus, representatives of broader populations are more inclined to vote for trade liberalization. Both
1st and 2nd-dimension DW Nominate scores, a liberal-conservative measure and a northsouth measure, are also highly significant in predicting congressional trade voting behavior.
Finally, in Models 1 and 2, Democrats appear to be somewhat more pro-trade than Republicans. This effect only exists after controlling for Nominate liberal-conservative ideal points.
Model 3 depicts the political variables without Nominate scores and shows that congressional
Democrats, considering party and chamber alone, are less likely to vote in favor of legislation
that increases trade openness.
Figure 2 plots the predicted trade vote outcomes from Model 2 against the actual trade
votes. In order to evaluate the advertising behavior of congressmen who voted in favor of
trade openness more frequently than anticipated by my model, I stored the residuals of
Model 2. In addition, I identified congressmen who were more than two standard deviations
more pro-trade than expected (the standard deviation of the residual is .12046).
Next, I evaluate H2 , as depicted in Table 2, Table 3, and Table 4. As Table 2 makes
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Table 1: Roll Call Trade Votes: District Demographics
(1)

(2)

-0.00242
(0.000677)

-0.00147
(0.000660)

college graduate

0.00204
(0.000653)

0.00175
(0.000672)

high income

-0.00269
(0.000705)

-0.00246
(0.000713)

white

0.000505
(0.000207)

0.000578
(0.000204)

65-plus

-0.00277
(0.00148)

-0.00410
(0.00147)

female

-0.0230
(0.00396)

-0.0214
(0.00389)

democrat

0.215
(0.0251)

0.188
(0.0243)

nominate 1

0.345
(0.0246)

0.318
(0.0238)

nominate 2

-0.149
(0.0104)

-0.154
(0.0102)

senate

0.102
(0.0147)

0.101
(0.0145)

0.0789
(0.0140)

Intercept

1.418
(0.200)
No
1819

1.377
(0.194)
Yes
1819

0.545
(0.00737)
Yes
2333

free trade vote
percent manufacturing

Year Fixed Effects
N

Robust standard errors in parentheses

18

(3)

-0.171
(0.00615)

Figure 2: Predicted trade vote outcomes (see Model 2, Table 1) plotted against observed
trade vote outcomes.
Predicted Incumbent Trade Voting Record vs. Actual Incumbent Trade Record
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clear, trade is not a commonly politicized issue: only 12% of races featured advertisements
with trade content. Further, only two politicians, Jim DeMint and Jeanne Shaheen, ran protrade advertisements, emphasizing exports and a changing workforce; every other ad carried
a protectionist message (see Table 3). There is no surface-level evidence that legislators who
supply trade openness attempt to claim credit for their pro-trade votes.
Table 2: Frequency of Trade Advertisements
Trade Mentioned?
No
Yes

Total Races Percent of Total
1193
88.30
158
11.70

Source: Wisconsin Advertising Project: 2002-2008

Table 3: Proportion of Trade-Related Advertising with Pro-Trade Messages
Candidate
Jeanne Shaheen (D-NH)
Jim DeMint (R-SC)
All Other Candidates

% Pro-Trade % of Total Trade Airings
60
0.63
100
4.40
0
94.97

Source: Wisconsin Advertising Project: 2002-2008

Instead, as shown in Table 4, incumbents who vote in favor of trade liberalization prefer
not to advertise their trade positions. Models 1-2 demonstrate that incumbent trade voting
records are highly correlated with the decision to run trade-related political advertisements.
Members of Congress who vote in favor of liberal trade legislation are less likely to politicize
trade politics through advertising, controlling for district demographic characteristics and
political variables. Only incumbent trade voting behavior is consistently predictive of advertising behavior across specifications, though college graduate and manufacturing
employment approach conventional levels of statistical significance in some models. As
with trade voting, areas with college graduates are less likely to see trade advertisements,
and manufacturing-heavy areas are more likely to see advertisements. Notably, Democratic
incumbents are statistically indistinguishable from Republican incumbents with respect to
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Table 4: When Do Incumbents Politicize Trade?
(1)

(2)

(3)

-4.293
(1.699)

-3.940
(1.882)

-4.399
(1.986)

democrat

-1.395
(1.483)

-1.633
(1.602)

-0.856
(1.674)

-1.684
(1.747)

nominate 1

-1.455
(1.618)

-1.622
(1.687)

-0.493
(1.728)

-1.893
(1.798)

nominate 2

-0.106
(0.651)

0.188
(0.773)

0.0889
(0.785)

0.768
(0.805)

senate

0.818
(0.488)

0.868
(0.529)

1.006
(0.575)

0.564
(0.543)

percent manufacturing

0.0690
(0.0282)

0.0503
(0.0367)

0.0599
(0.0399)

0.0664
(0.0402)

college graduate

-0.0742
(0.0404)

-0.178
(0.0627)

-0.110
(0.0676)

-0.118
(0.0678)

high income

0.182
(0.0731)

0.174
(0.0866)

0.184
(0.0872)

white

0.0282
(0.0157)

0.0372
(0.0174)

0.0347
(0.0174)

65-plus

0.0398
(0.0633)

0.0744
(0.0764)

0.0925
(0.0768)

female

0.610
(0.308)

0.605
(0.322)

0.699
(0.312)

unemployment

0.741
(0.231)

0.741
(0.231)

unemployment change

-0.728
(0.311)

-0.728
(0.311)

trade advertisement
free trade vote

Residual

Intercept

0.944
(1.420)
N
378
Robust standard errors in parentheses
Shown with Year Fixed Effects

-32.33
(15.76)
378
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-38.89
(17.17)
377

(4)

(5)

-3.587
(1.541)

-4.399
(1.986)

-2.135
(0.276)
378

-45.00
(16.43)
377

trade advertising. Although Democrats are more traditionally associated with protectionism,
trade voting record, not partisanship, robustly predicts trade-related advertising.
Model 3 depicts similarly strategic behavior: while members of Congress representing
districts with high unemployment rates are more likely to air trade ads, these incumbents
are less likely to politicize trade following local economic downturns. Members representing
districts that experienced an increase in the unemployment rate over the previous two years
(in the case of members of the House, since the last election) were more likely to remain mum
on trade in their next race. That high-unemployment areas — for example, the formerly
manufacturing-heavy rust belt — receive more trade advertising is expected. However, that
politicians refrain from discussing trade following localized economic downturns is further
evidence of strategic advertising behavior.
Finally, Models 4 and 5 use the residual between expected and actual trade voting behavior by incumbents, calculated while testing H1 , to show that incumbents whose voting
records are more (less) pro-trade than expected are even less (more) likely to air trade advertisements. That is, incumbents who do not vote in line with district interests are even
less likely to politicize trade through advertisements, thus drawing attention to their voting
records. Figure 3 shows campaign advertising spending data from 2008 House races and
illustrates just how infrequently politicians attempt to politicize trade. Figure 3 also suggests that likely voter interest in trade policy is highly geographically-concentrated in the
Rust Belt (and to a much lesser extent, in the textile-producing regions of the South), while
television viewers in the vast majority of Congressional districts are wholly unexposed to
trade-related political advertising.
To test H3 , I employ similar logistic regressions, focusing on challenger, rather than incumbent, advertising behavior. Taken as a whole, incumbent voting records on trade do not
predict challenger advertising behavior, as shown in Table 5, Models 1 and 2. incumbent
free trade vote does not approach statistical significance in either model. However,
given that district characteristics, party affiliation, and other attributes do predict congres-

22

Figure 3: Where Do Politicians Talk About Trade? 2008 House Races.
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sional voting records on trade, the more appropriate test is to determine whether challengers
politicize trade against incumbents with voting records that do not match district interests
— trade is unlikely to be a salient issue in all districts. Thus, Models 3 and 4 identify incumbents with voting records that are at least two standard deviations more pro-trade than
expected by my trade voting model. In these models, 2SD pro-trade is both statistically
and substantively significant, indicating that challengers strategically politicize trade against
incumbents who vote in favor of liberalization more often than suggested by their district
interests.
However, while challengers do appear to strategically politicize trade against incumbents,
they do not attack incumbents on trade policy following economic downturns. Models 5 and
6 show that, like incumbents, challengers are more likely to run trade advertisements in
high-unemployment areas. But unlike incumbents, challengers do not respond to short-term
changes in the unemployment rate. The decision of incumbents to avoid trade advertising
following economic downturns should be mirrored by an uptick in trade advertising by challengers; instead, challengers do not change their advertising behavior after changes in the
unemployment rate. Another difference between challengers and incumbents is that challenger advertising behavior is strongly influenced by party — Democrats are consistently
more likely to air trade advertisements across all model specifications. Of course, once challengers have actual voting records, I expect that voting record, rather than party, will become
predictive of advertising behavior. Whether Democrat of Republican, incumbents choose to
politicize trade — or not — based upon their voting records.
Finally, Table 6 provides a rough test of H4 , whether voters actually hold their representatives accountable for trade votes. I do not find any evidence to support this hypothesis.
Model 1 regresses incumbent free trade vote on general election results; pro-trade congressmen did not suffer electorally. Model 2 provides a better test, interacting incumbent free
trade vote with unemployment increase, an indicator of whether the district experienced an
increase in the unemployment rate over the previous two years. Pro-trade incumbents from
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Table 5: When Do Challengers Politicize Trade?
(1)

(2)

-1.076
(0.732)

-0.341
(0.779)

democrat

1.057
(0.244)

1.210
(0.260)

senate

0.414
(0.281)

0.441
(0.314)

trade advertisement
incumbent free trade vote

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

-2.384
(1.384)

-0.607
(1.359)

2.101
(0.494)

2.520
(0.630)

2.273
(0.589)

-0.0851
(0.473)

0.228
(0.530)

0.310
(0.489)

percent manufacturing

0.0753
(0.0269)

0.0651
(0.0427)

0.0754
(0.0398)

college graduate

-0.128
(0.0447)

-0.158
(0.100)

-0.0848
(0.0806)

high income

0.129
(0.0479)

0.134
(0.102)

0.0924
(0.0849)

white

0.0248
(0.0111)

0.0173
(0.0159)

0.0352
(0.0162)

65-plus

-0.0401
(0.0558)

-0.101
(0.103)

-0.0937
(0.0926)

female

0.620
(0.188)

0.518
(0.319)

0.585
(0.286)

1.380
(0.820)

2SD pro-trade

2.328
(1.005)

unemployment

0.296
(0.0731)

unemployment change

-0.0764
(0.151)
-0.0890
(0.0730)

manufacturing change
Intercept

-2.206
(0.375)
N
742
Robust standard errors in parentheses
Shown with Year Fixed Effects

0.246
(0.196)

-35.11
(9.593)
742

25

-3.654
(0.517)
340

-28.22
(15.34)
290

-3.601
(0.401)
878

-36.12
(14.21)
334

districts that suffered economic downturns were no more affected at the polls than protectionists. Alternatively, Model 3 examines whether incumbents who voted more consistently
in favor of trade openness than predicted by my trade voting model were punished by voters.
As with overall trade voting records, I do not find evidence that voters punish legislators
whose trade votes are incongruent with district demographic interests. Finally, Model 4
provides the strongest test of H4 , identifying congressmen who were at least two standard
deviations more pro-trade than predicted by my trade voting model and interacting them
with the change in the unemployment rate. I would expect that areas which experienced a
declining employment rate would punish incumbents with considerably more pro-trade voting records than expected. However, I again find no evidence that voters punish legislators
for their trade votes.
It may be that Guisinger (2009) is correct: voters are rarely aware of their representatives’ trade records and thus fail to hold them accountable, and, given the evidence, it is
understandable that voters are ill-informed. Congressmen who make unpopular votes on
trade compensate by avoiding the topic entirely in their political discourse and, when they
do advertise a position on trade, portray themselves as protectionists. Moreover, in the vast
majority of districts, trade is not sufficiently salient to warrant even a single mention in a
political advertisement from either challengers or incumbents. While high-information voters
are likely aware of their representatives’ trade votes, political advertising is most persuasive
for low-information voters (Claassen 2011); thus, there is little hope that low-information
voters will be able to connect legislators with their trade attitudes. Although legislators
appear to at least somewhat represent the trade wants of their districts, this strategically
produced lack of trade salience gives legislators more policy autonomy on trade openness,
explaining, in part, how the United States liberalized trade despite public opposition.
Additionally, given the gradually changing population of the United States, congressmen
have even less reason to pursue protectionism now than ever before. As manufacturing
employment falls (see Figure 4) and high-skilled workers and non-tradeables employment
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Table 6: Are Incumbents Held Accountable for Trade Votes?
(1)
0.00161
(0.02177)

(2)
-0.0142
(0.03404)

(3)

(4)

free trade vote
democrat

-0.07471
(0.02058)

-0.07764
(0.02061)

-0.07441
(0.02013)

-0.07588
(0.02027)

nominate 1

-0.0768
(0.02178)

-0.07988
(0.02176)

-0.07629
(0.02066)

-0.07802
(0.02084)

nominate 2

-0.00138
(0.01041)

-0.00027
(0.01043)

-0.00163
(0.00981)

-0.00226
(0.00982)

0.0007044
(0.0001879)

0.0007215
(0.0001882)

0.0007044
(0.0001879)

0.000702
(0.0001881)

senate

-0.04696
(0.01166)

-0.04752
(0.01166)

-0.0468
(0.01146)

-0.04770
(0.0115)

percent manufacturing

0.000087
(0.00061)

0.000116
(0.000611)

0.000085
(0.000609)

0.000061
(0.000611)

college graduate

-0.0015
(0.000649)

-0.00163
(0.000639)

-0.0015
(0.00065)

-0.0015
(0.00065)

high income

0.000629
(0.000629)

-0.000595
(0.000629)

-0.00063
(0.000627)

-0.00064
(0.00063)

white

-0.00104
(0.000208)

-0.000992
(0.00021)

-0.00104
(0.000208)

-0.00104
(0.00021)

65-plus

0.000857
(0.00141)

-0.0012
(0.00141)

-0.00086
(0.00141)

-0.00085
(0.00141)

female

0.01812
(0.00369)

0.01904
(0.00369)

0.01808
(0.00366)

0.01811
(0.00366)

unemployment

-0.00294
(0.00268)

-0.00294
(0.01727)

-0.00114
(0.00268)

-0.00284
(0.00268)

unemployment change

-0.00669
(0.00407)

-0.00669
(0.00407)

-0.00675
(0.00407)

Presidential Margin

unemployment increase

-0.02869
(0.01727)

unemployment increase ×
free trade vote

0.02398
(0.0368)

Residual

0.00161
(0.02177)

2SD pro-trade

0.02336
(0.02243)

2SD pro-trade ×
unemployment change

-0.00377
(0.00979)

Intercept

-0.04024
(0.187)
N
1798
Robust standard errors in parentheses
Shown with Year Fixed Effects
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-0.06399
(0.187)
1798

-0.038
(0.184)
1798

-0.03901
(0.184)
1798

Figure 4: Percentage of workers employed in manufacturing, 1988 vs. 2008.
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increase, the incentive for legislators across most regions of the United States to protect eversmaller groups of the population against the tide of liberalization will continue to decrease.
And as those populations decrease, politicians should become even less likely to politicize
trade.

6

Conclusion
While politicians are somewhat responsive to voter interests on trade, only the protec-

tionists are willing to talk about it. The conventional wisdom is that politicians liberalize
trade as a signal to their constituents that they are good stewards of the economy. Instead,
politicians appear to deliberately prevent voters from receiving that signal. Over three election cycles, only 12 percent of races featured a single advertisement that politicized trade,
and all but two had exclusively protectionist content. Pro-trade legislators are content to
vote for liberalization in Congress and avoid the issue on the campaign trail, and voters do
not appear to hold their representatives accountable for their trade votes.
This low issue salience and lack of accountability helps explain why U.S. trade policy has
consistently moved toward expanded openness despite public sentiment that largely prefers
protectionism. Politicians are unbound by voter trade preferences in most circumstances as
few legislators are actually forced to address the issue politically. In the districts with strong
protectionist sentiments, politicians will be more inclined toward protectionism or — at least
— pay lip service to those concerns with protectionist advertising. However, those districts
are increasingly uncommon, and I find no evidence that trade is a broadly politicized issue.
Still, this raises another puzzle: if most politicians are not voting for trade policies in order
to win votes, what are the origins of political elites’ trade preferences? Future research on
the origins of elite trade preferences could help resolve this puzzle. My research demonstrates
that politicians are largely unmoored from the wants of voters with respect to trade policy.
Identifying the sources of their preference for trade openness will help explain the last thirty
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years of U.S. trade politics.
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