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Racial Diversity and Redistribution:
Explaining (White) Americans Continued Support for Trade Protection

Why does trade protection remain so popular among so many Americans? While
support has decreased for most forms of government-supported income transfers and for
government regulations in general, trade protection retains widespread support across the
political spectrum. I argue that for many, trade protection serves as an alternative to transfer
programs such as welfare, which has become racialized in public discourse. Individuals tend to
support some level of redistribution, but this preference appears to be highly conditional on
community characteristics, with support falling as community diversity increases. Trade
protection, as a non-income based redistribution mechanism, turns the relationship on its head.
Trade protection is depicted as aiding “deserving” workers, primarily from the majority white
population. Among white voters support for redistribution through trade protection increases
with community diversity, in contrast to support for race- and income-based redistribution
policies. Using individual survey responses from three decades of the American National
Election Study (ANES), I analyze support for three types of transfer programs (welfare, Social
Security, and limits on imports) and find evidence that racial diversity contributes to whites’
support of trade protection. Such support is highest in communities with higher levels of racial
diversity, while support for welfare is lowest in those same communities. This finding on trade
protection offers an important caveat to the more general literature linking increased diversity
to lower support for public goods, adds an additional component to models of individual trade
policy preference formation, and helps to explain the cross-partisan nature of support for trade
protection.
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Why does trade protection remain so popular among so many Americans? While support has
decreased for most forms of government-supported income transfers and for government
regulations in general, trade protection retains widespread support across the political
spectrum. I argue that for many, trade protection serves as an alternative to transfer programs
such as welfare, which have become racialized in public discourse. Individuals tend to support
some level of redistribution, but their preference appears to be highly conditional on
community characteristics, with support falling as community diversity increases. Trade
protection, as a non-income-based redistribution mechanism, turns this relationship on its
head: The more diverse the community, the greater the support for trade protection among
white voters.
Individuals typically support some level of redistribution in response to inequality (for a
review, see Davidson, Matusz, and Nelson, m.s). Yet this support is not uniform across
communities. Many models of public support for redistribution focus on the link between
community heterogeneity and the value placed on transfers to others—in other words, the
salience of sociotropic concerns. Alesina and Glaeser (2004, 141–142) find a strong negative
correlation between racial fractionalization and social spending in a sample of fifty-three
countries. This relationship may explain both cross-national variations in Americans’ support for
transfer policies and diminished support over time, but it does little to explain the differences in
support across redistributive policies and in particular the continued support for trade
protection.
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Trade protection is different from other types of redistribution in that it is not primarily
income-based. In the United States, income-based redistribution disproportionately benefits
African-Americans and other minorities (Alesina, Glaeser, and Sacerdote 2001). Most American
survey respondents also erroneously believe that African-Americans are the primary recipients
of welfare (Gilens 1999). The racial component of income-based redistribution in the United
States may explain why in, Gilens’s terms, “Americans hate welfare” but widely support nonincome-based social programs such as Social Security (see also Goren 2008). Although the
outcome of trade protection is the redistribution of income, trade protection’s allocation is in
terms of products and industries, not individuals. Additionally, trade protection is portrayed as
protecting jobs—particularly the white, male jobs of the agricultural and manufacturing
sectors,1 or in more popular terms, Detroit auto workers and Iowa farmers, instead of urban
“welfare queens.” In the 2012 election cycle, the workers who received screen time in traderelated political ads were 90 percent white, and fully 60 percent of trade-related ads showed no
non-white American workers.2 For trade protection, the script concerning the redistributive
policy is flipped: trade protection supports “deserving” workers, who are generally depicted as
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Farms are disproportionately owned by whites; 95% according to the 2007 Census of Agriculture (USDA,

National Agricultural Statistics Service 2007). Employment in the types of machine and metal manufacturing
presented in trade protection ads, T.V. series like Roseanne, and movies like Roger & Me (NAICS 331, 332, 333) is
80% white (2010 Census). Textile Mills, such as those portrayed in the film Norma Rae are 63% white (2010
Census)
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Analysis of Public Citizens list of election advertisements highlighting trade

(http://www.citizen.org/2012-election-ad-index).
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white, rather than the “undeserving” poor, who are commonly perceived as minorities. As a
result, where racial diversity is high, whites may feel that they are less likely to benefit from
income-based policies such as welfare but more likely to benefit from product- and industrybased redistribution such as trade protection.
To test the above hypotheses, I draw on three decades of public opinion surveys by the
American National Election Studies (ANES) and a more specific trade agreement question in the
2006 Cooperative Congressional Election Study. First, I compare support for three redistributive
policies: welfare (income-based), Social Security (age-based), and limits on imports (nonincome-based). As extant theories predict, racial heterogeneity is highly and negatively
correlated with support for welfare and is uncorrelated with support for Social Security.
However, racial heterogeneity is highly positively correlated with support for trade protection.
Focusing on a specific regional trade agreement (the Central American Free Trade Agreement), I
test and replicate the robustness of the finding using a different dataset, additional controls,
and an alternative measure of community. Combined, the results of these analyses offer a
caveat to the standard discussion of heterogeneity and redistribution and provide new insight
into the determinants of individual trade preferences.
Literature Review
Racial prejudice in the United States is well documented (for a survey, see Alesina,
Glaeser, and Sacerdote 2001) and the psychology literature provides many different
explanations for it. Experiments have shown that people of different races are more likely to
cheat each other (Glaeser, Laidson, Scheinkma and Soutter 2000). It is thus perhaps
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unsurprising that trust and participation in social activities is higher in more racially
homogeneous communities (Alesina and LaFerrara 2000). Public opinion scholars believe this
type of inter-group awareness drives the within- and between-country patterns linking
increased community diversity with decreased support for welfare programs and other policies
that broadly support the community. Cross-nationally, within countries, and within the United
States, racial diversity correlates with lower individual support for redistribution and social
welfare spending (Alesina and Glaeser 2004).
Trade protection via tariffs or quotas3 is simply a specialized form of redistribution: It
transfers wealth from consumers of import-competing goods to producers of such goods. Past
research on support for trade protection policies has focused primarily on individual economic
characteristics, either as consumers who benefit through lower prices and greater variety of
goods (Bailey 2001) or as producers whose wages can be positively or negatively affected by
increased integration into international markets.4 However, survey analysis has found only
tenuous correlations between respondents’ economic situations and their stated preferences
for trade protection, offering little support for the standard assumption that voters are
motivated singularly by economic self-interest (Sears and Funk 1990; Citrin and Green 1990).
When asked, the large majority of Americans believe that trade protection helps others more
than themselves.
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For simplicity and because of the standard format of trade questions, I focus on trade protection in the

form of “limits” such as tariffs, quotas, and technical regulations.
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Beaulieu et al. 2005; Ceccoli et al. 2004; Mayda and Rodrik 2005; Mayda et al. 2006; O’Rourke and

Sinnott 2001; Scheve and Slaughter 2001.
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A new emerging literature on support for trade protection incorporates Kinder and
Kiewiet’s (1981) original observations of sociotropic voting; Kinder and Kiewiet argue that
national rather than personal economic experiences influence voting. That is, while Americans
are largely indifferent to trade’s effect on themselves, they tend to believe that trade has
strong negative effects on regional and national employment. In their analysis of preferences
for protection, Mansfield and Mutz (2009) find that individuals are at least as influenced by the
“perceived effect of trade on the U.S.” as they are by the “perceived effect of trade on self.” If
individuals are in fact affected by sociotropic concerns, then the next question is to what extent
these concerns are conditioned by the community heterogeneity issues that seemingly diminish
support for other types of redistribution.
A straightforward combination of the welfare literature and the new sociotropic trade
policy preference literature would suggest that support for trade protection declines as racial
diversity increases. Trade protection, whether in the form of tariff barriers, quotas, or subsidies,
financially benefits some of the population at a cost to the broader population. It is thus
broadly redistributive and should follow typical patterns regarding community diversity.
However, the specific dynamic of trade protection suggests an alternative theory.
Theory
Racial heterogeneity is theorized to most directly affect the salience of others’ benefits,
or in other words, the weight between one’s own and others’ benefits ( 𝑤), but only when the
issue itself has been racialized—as is the case for welfare and as will be shown for trade
protection. I assume that preferences for public policy are instrumental, that is, “judged in
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terms of expected costs and benefits for the individual and benefits for his or her family,
friends, favored groups, and the nation or world as a whole” (Page, Shapiro, and Dempsey
1987, p. 23). Formally,
[
where

]

𝑤

is an individual’s beliefs about his own net benefits from the policy , 𝑤 is the weight

of others’ benefits, and

is belief about others’ benefits. Any increase in diversity might be

assumed to diminish the weight of others’ benefits if that diversity makes it less likely that an
individual’s family, friends, or favored group will receive the benefits. This is the standard
argument of those who believe that heterogeneity decreases support for redistribution or
public goods.
However, certain political issues have become linked to certain races: They have
become racialized. In these cases, diversity can either increase or decrease the probability that
benefits accrue to an individual’s family, friends, and favored group. To consider racial diversity,
the model needs an additional term, a measure of the racialization of the policies (

) normed

to 0 and ranging from –1 to 1. Where policies are highly racialized in favor of an individual’s
group, then

< 0. Where policies are highly racialized in favor of another group, then

Formally,
[

]

𝑤
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where 𝑤 is a function of racial diversity. In this model, racial heterogeneity measures the
weight of others’ benefits, which is itself influenced by the racialization of the particular type of
redistributive policy.
In the media, welfare is overwhelming portrayed as benefiting minority groups,
particularly African Americans, so much so that many individuals now assume that welfare
primarily benefits African Americans when in fact that majority of beneficiaries are white. In
contrast, Social Security is an age-based program with limited racial overtones. Increased
diversity may still decrease an individual’s interest for general redistribution, but a racial
component does not increase or decrease that weighting.
Trade protection has both racial and non-racial connotations. The perception of the
exogenous nature of trade shocks and the focus on jobs and employment (Davidson, Matusz,
and Nelson, m.s.) may make trade protection a more acceptable transfer mechanism than
welfare, which many Americans perceive as supporting the “undeserving” (Gilens 1999).
However, trade protection is also portrayed as benefiting primarily white individuals, and so is
susceptible to have a higher (or lower)

. For trade protection, such a weighting is particularly

important. The majority of Americans think that trade at best makes no difference to
employment and at worst costs the United States jobs (Caplan, 2002). However, most believe
that the jobs lost are not their own. Of the individuals surveyed as part of the 2008 and 2010
Cooperative Congressional Election Studies, only 10 percent evaluated trade’s effect on their
own employment as worse than trade’s effects on regional or U.S. employment in general
(author m.s.). In the model described above, when most individuals perceive that the benefits
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of trade protection go primarily to others (
from protection (

) and that they themselves do not benefit

), then support for protection comes from

, making the weight on

more important than if individual benefits were high.
For simplification, I focus primarily on the preferences of the white majority in the
Unites States between 1986 and 2008. With Welfare being highly racialized and linked to the
African American majority

is on average positive for whites, lowering the weight of others’

benefits as racial diversity increases. Thus I predict a negative relation between racial diversity
in a white individual’s community and support for redistribution through welfare. With Social
Security as a relatively non-racialized policy, I assume

is on average 0 for whites. Thus I

predict no (or a limited negative) relation between racial diversity and support for
redistribution through Social Security. Finally, as trade is specific to workers and linked to white
workers, I assume

is on average negative for whites, increasing the weight of others’ benefits

as racial diversity increases. Thus I predict a positive relation between racial diversity in a white
individual’s community and support for redistribution through trade protection.
One caveat is that such weightings are likely to most influence outcomes when the
policies themselves are not directly at issue. In 1992 trade policy—specifically, preventing the
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA)—became the central plank of billionaire Ross
Perot’s third-party candidacy. Trade policy and particularly U.S. interactions with Canada and
Mexico came to represent more than the economic costs and benefits from trade policy, but a
particular way of governing. Since the passing of NAFTA, trade policy has diminished in salience,
though it remains at least a part of national political debate. Furthermore, political parties are
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increasingly divided on trade policy, even within themselves, leaving people with no clear
signals to guide them in forming their own views. Without strong elite cues, individuals own
concerns have more room for expression.
Research Strategy
To test the theory that racial diversity lies at the divide between public support for
different types of redistributive policies in the United States, I first analyze the political
depiction of those benefiting from redistribution through trade protection. I then contrast
individuals’ preferences for redistribution mechanisms according to the racial diversity in their
community. Finally, I replicate the trade-specific results in a different dataset. Analyzing 531
trade-related ads, I also find that political ad campaigns in the last three decades
disproportionately present working whites as the beneficiaries of trade protection policies. By
contrast, Gilens (1999) and Kellstedt (2000) find that the beneficiaries of welfare are
disproportionately portrayed as black. This distinction helps to explain the results of analysis of
support for redistribution: Where racial diversity is high, white Americans, on average, show
less support for redistribution through welfare but higher support for redistribution through
limits on imports.
The Face of Trade Protection
To examine the portrayals of recipients of redistribution through trade protection, I
analyzed the racial composition of congressional, gubernatorial, and presidential television
advertisements in the 2000, 2002, 2004, and 2008 election cycles. The University of Wisconsin
Advertising Project has compiled, transcribed, storyboarded, and indexed campaign
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11

advertisements from the country’s largest media markets. From the full database, I selected the
385 ads the project has characterized as having trade as its theme. I then had two independent
coders count the perceived race of any American worker, identified either by direct description
or by location in a workplace,5 depicted in the screen captures taken every fourth second of
each ad. The coders used three categories: white, black, and other non-white.6 They considered
a number of 2000 advertisements too unclear to gauge even perceived race, particularly when
the subject was in the background of the screen capture, but the picture quality of ads
improved over the period. The focus was on perceived race, the equivalent response to
someone glancing at a political ad. We cannot and do not claim to know the actual racial mix of
the individuals in the ad.
The number of trade-themed ads is relatively small, but it is rising. In 2000 trade-related
ads formed just 1 percent of the University of Wisconsin Advertising Project sample and were
half as common as welfare-themed ads. By 2008 trade-themed ads had risen to 4 percent of
the sample and welfare-themed ads dropped to 1 percent of the sample. Despite the slight rise
in frequency, the content remained the same. Coders reported an average white-to-black ratio
of 9 to 1 in 2000, 2002, and 2003–04, and 8 to 1 in 2008.7 The numbers may overstate the
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Individuals shown in coffee shops, street corners, or other non-workplace locations were excluded from

the count unless the text explicitly referred to the job.
6

Other non-whites number less than 1% of the sample.
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In terms of the percentage of white to white and blacks, the percentage was 89%, 89%, 88%, and 84%

respectively. The standard deviation across the years is just over .02. The average difference between coders was
4%, the standard deviation of these differences was .02.
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inclusion of African Americans by assuming a uniform distribution of races across ads. In all four
years, the majority of trade-related ads included only white American workers: 55 percent in
2000, rising to 68 percent in 2008.
Data from 2012 were drawn from the Public Citizens list of congressional and
presidential advertisements highlighting trade. The list covers 146 ads from 2 presidential, 58
House of Representative, and 19 Senate candidates. Unlike the University of Wisconsin
Advertising Project, the Public Citizens sampling method is opaque, but clearly limited to
advertisements available online. Additionally, coders had to code moving targets in the video,
counting individuals in a unique scene rather than static, equally spaced screenshots. On a
positive note, picture quality was clearer. With all these caveats in place, however, the numbers
differ little. The average white-to-black ratio is again 9 to 1, with fully 60 percent of the ads
showing only white American workers. Figure 4 provides screenshots from two typical tradethemed ads. The top shot is from an ad for Ed Perlmutter, a Democrat incumbent running
against Republican Joe Coors to serve as the U.S. representative for Colorado’s seventh
congressional district; the bottom for Sal Pace, an unsuccessful challenger in Colorado’s third
congressional district. Neither ad shows a single non-white American worker.8 As is standard,
in Perlmutter’s ad, Asians are depicted only as foreign workers. Coders found no representation
of Asian American workers and only a handful of Hispanics across all the ads viewed.
Racial Diversity and Support for Redistribution
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Perlmutter’s does differ from the average trade related ad by focusing on a female worker. The average

female representation across advertisements coded was less than 13%.
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To compare preferences for redistribution mechanisms, I draw upon three decades of
survey responses concerning three different redistribution policies: welfare, Social Security, and
limits on imports. For each type of redistribution, I model support using the same set of
explanatory variables, including individual economic, geographic, and personal characteristics
as well as community income, residency, and racial diversity. The data for the dependent and
independent variables covering individual characteristics come from the American National
Election Study (ANES), which, since 1948, has administered primarily face-to-face interviews
with a national representative sample of eligible voters during national election years. This
biannual survey of Americans’ economic and political opinions includes a detailed profile
section that provides information on an individual’s age, gender, race, income, political
identification, employment status, residency tenure, residency status (owner or renter), and
congressional district. Additional data on community characteristics come from the 1990 and
2000 census and are merged using the respondent’s congressional district, as discussed below.
The data on support for redistribution through welfare and Social Security is drawn from
a section of the ANES survey that asks respondents about federally funded programs. The
section begins with a common question: “If you had a say in making up the federal budget this
year, for which programs would you like to see spending increased and for which would you like
to see spending decreased?” It then follows each item with an identical question: “Should
federal spending on *ITEM+ be increased, decreased or kept about the same?” 9
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The federal programs included and their order has varied across individual years. In addition, in some

years, the series was administered with a break in the sequence.
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I use individual responses for two of the itemized federal programs, welfare programs
(available in 1992, 1994, 1996, 2000, 2002, 2004, and 2008) and Social Security (available in
1986, 1988, 1990, 1992, 1994, 1996, 2000, 2002, 2004, 2008). Individuals were asked to
respond to the questions by selecting “increased,” “same,” “decreased,” or “don’t know,”
though for certain items, interviewers also accepted and differentiated the volunteered
category of “cut out entirely.” To improve compatibility with the trade question discussed
below, I recode the answers to create three categories: “support increase” for those
responding with “increased,” “support decrease” for those responding with “decreased” or “cut
out entirely,” and “indecisive” for those responding with “same” and “don’t know.”
To identify support for redistribution through trade protection, I use data from the trade
policy preference question, a version of which the ANES included in either the pre-election or
post-election wave of the survey in 1986, 1988, 1990, 1992, 1996, 1998, 2000, 2004, and
2008.10 The annual survey sample size has ranged from a minimum of 1,212 cases in 2004 to a
maximum of 2,485 cases in 1992, offering a cumulative sample of approximately 12,540 unique
observations.11 To identify trade-related opinion, the ANES focuses on trade policy in general,
asking whether limits on imports should increase, but also offering an opt-out option. For
example, in 1988 the ANES asked:
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The 1994 and the 2002 ANES time series studies did not include a trade policy question. No ANES time

series study was conducted in 2006.
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Twice during this period, the ANES has followed up with prior respondents to create a panel dataset. In

this analysis, only individuals’ initial responses are included.
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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?
Across the years, the ANES implemented slight variations: a two-step question (1986), a
scale and nested-question combination to capture variance (1990), a flip in the wording from
consumer benefits of decreased protection to the costs of increased protection (1990), a
constrained “haven’t thought much about this” option (2000),12 and a minor punctuation
change (1992, 1996, 1998, 2004, and 2008). Despite the variations, respondents can easily be
classified as supporting new limits, as opposing new limits, or as indecisive (“don’t know,”
“haven’t though much about this,” and in 1990, the midpoint and “no change” options). To
compare with other redistributive policies, support for new limits is coded as “support
increase,” opposing new limits is coded as “support decrease,” and indecisive answers are
coded as “indecisive.” Excepting a subset of those surveyed in 1990, the ANES does not offer a
“same” or “no change” response for the trade policy question.
Support for redistribution policies varies greatly. Figure 1 provides a snapshot of
individual opinion in 1996, a midpoint in the data, and a year in which all questions were asked
in the same ANES survey. The proportion supporting an increase in welfare is low (10 percent)
12

In a one-time experiment in 2000, interviewers attempted to constrain the use of the category “haven’t

thought much about this” for half the sample. Usage of the category did fall from 44.15% among unconstrained
respondents to 10.7% in the constrained group. I use only responses from the unconstrained group so as to retain
consistency with prior and subsequent versions, even though doing so halves the sample size to 906.
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and vastly outweighed by those seeking a decrease in welfare (57 percent). In contrast, support
for an increase in trade protection outweighs those seeking a decrease in trade protection,
although the preponderant responses are “haven’t thought much about it” and “don’t know.”
Of all the redistributive policies, Social Security has by far the greatest support, with over 45
percent of responses in favor of increasing federal spending. Although not shown in the graph,
this support for Social Security rises after 1996, averaging 64 percent in the 2000s.
However, the question at hand is not the differences in support among the policies, but
the different circumstances of the individuals supporting each policy. In 1996, of those wanting
to increase federal spending on welfare, only 26 percent also wanted to increase trade
protection. In comparison, of those wanting to decrease federal spending on welfare, 32
percent supported increasing redistribution through trade protection. What explains such
contrasting support for redistribution programs?
Data on the primary independent variable of interest, the racial diversity of the
community, as well as measures of income and residential diversity come from the 1990 and
2000 census. The 1990 census data were matched to observations in a ten-year span around
1990 (years 1986, 1988, 1990, 1992) and the 2000 census data to the observations from 1996
on (1996, 1998, 2000, 2004, 2006, 2008, 2010). Census characterizations of racial division have
varied over the years. To ensure compatibility, I use the five primary categories in the 1990
census: white; black; American Indian, Eskimo, or Aleut; Asian or Pacific Islander; and other
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race, which included those specifying two races in 2000.13 For residency, I consolidate the
census’s tenfold classification in the prior five years into four groups: same county, same state,
other U.S. state, and abroad. To calculate both racial and residency diversity in each county or
congressional district, I utilize the standard Herfindahl-Hirschman-type fractionalization index:
∑

, where

to

is the share of group congressional district . The index ranges from 0

with higher numbers representing higher levels of heterogeneity and lower levels

representing greater homogeneity.
In theory, a Herfindahl–Hirschman-type fractionalization index allows for any specified
groups to form homogenous clusters and for any combination of groups to generate high levels
of heterogeneity. However, as an empirical matter, in the United States during the period
under review, types of homogeneous congressional districts are constrained. Higher levels of
racial homogeneity mean that congressional districts are either primarily white or primarily
African American, in terms of census racial divisions.14 Looking at residency-tenure
heterogeneity, according to the 1990 and 2000 census, no congressional district was formed
primarily on “new” residents. The highest level of new residents recorded was just less than 45
percent. Thus lower levels of residency heterogeneity mean a higher ratio of residents who
13

For the 2000 Census, I thus merge “Total population: Asian alone” and “Total population: Native

Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander alone” and reclassify “Total Population: Two or more races” as “Other”. The
census treats Hispanic origin as an overlay to these categories.
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In 1990, 391 Congressional Districts were composed primarily by those identifying themselves as

“White”, 27 Districts were composed primarily of those identifying themselves as “Black”, and only 3 districts were
composed primarily by those self-identifying as one of the other racial categories.
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have lived in the county for five years or more. Income diversity is measured by the Gini
coefficient, the standard measure of income inequality. Because the census provides only
bands of income, the incomes for each of the fourteen provided groups were imputed before
being incorporated into the standard Gini calculation.
On all three measures, congressional districts within states vary widely. The measures
are also not highly correlated at the congressional district level. Figure 2 offers a snapshot of
the distribution of each measure of racial diversity at the congressional district-level using data
from the 2000 U.S. census. States are ranked by the median congressional district observation
in each state. The box encompasses observations from the twenty-fifth to seventy-fifth
percentile, while the whiskers extend to lower and upper values, not including observations
specified as outliers. As a state Hawaii has the highest levels of heterogeneity but not much
variation across its two congressional districts. In contrast, New York City had a broad
distribution across its former thirty congressional districts, including some of the country’s least
and most homogenous congressional districts.
The data for the other independent variables comes from the ANES survey itself. Basic
economic characteristics are included in three forms: skill level, income, and employment
status. In standard trade models, skill level proxies class-based (Stolper-Samuelson-based)
preferences. As a developed, capital-rich country, the United States is generally considered to
be at a competitive disadvantage in producing goods that intensely use low-skilled labor (e.g.,
textiles, manufactured goods, labor intensive agricultural products). Thus, low-skilled labor is
expected to be less supportive of imports than high-skilled labor, since increased levels of

18

19

imported goods are more likely to negatively affect wages and employment for low-skilled jobs.
Here, as is common, “Skilled” denotes having at least a two-year college degree. Skill in this
form also suggests greater employment, flexibility, and opportunity, diminishing the likelihood
that individuals themselves receive other forms of redistribution, such as welfare.
Income level may partly capture additional dimensions of skill not captured by
education level. Kaltenthaler, Gelleny, and Ceccoli (2004) argue that those at lower income
levels may already perceive their inability to prosper in current levels of market competition
and thus be wary of trade policy measures that increase competition. Alternatively, those with
higher levels of income may simply have greater resources to weather the economic transitions
that increased trade competition may generate, or they be more likely to purchase imported
goods and thus more likely to perceive the benefits of lower limits on imports (Gabel 1998).
Higher-income individuals also may be less likely to be uncertain about their opinions on trade
policy. For all these reasons, most standard preference models include a measure for income in
addition to skill level. For other redistribution policies, wealthier individuals are more likely to
pay the costs of redistribution and less likely to reap the individual benefits. To ensure
comparability across the longer timeframe of the ANES data, I use the ANES’s percentile-based
classification recoding the data into three income groups: low (0 to 32 percentile); mid (34 to
67 percentile); and high ( > 67 percentile). This allows me to include the 2002 survey, the
income categories of which were too broad to include into the ANES’s original groupings.
Because of the twenty-year span in the data, incomes comprising each group shift. Those who
are unemployed are more likely to receive the benefit of income-based redistribution in the
short term and trade protection in the long term (although many economists would argue
19
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against such a proposition). Thus I include a dummy variable “unemployed” for those who selfidentify as unemployed or laid off, excluding self-identified retirees.
Other personal characteristics have been linked to preference for redistribution.
Women have historically shown more support for it (Shapiro and Mahajan 1986). Explanations
for this vary from women’s greater uncertainty about their own long-term economic positions
to greater empathy for marginalized groups. One explanation particularly focused on trade
protection is that race, ethnicity, and gender may also limit economic mobility. Factors that
limit mobility by increasing the transition costs of changing employment in response to new
market conditions are also predicted to diminish support for freer trade. If women and nonCaucasian whites find themselves less likely to find employment and more likely to lose it
during periods of economic transition, they may then support all types of redistribution,
including trade protection. For all these reasons, the model also incorporates binary variables
for female and Hispanic respondents. As the trade protection literature highlights an additional
source of limited mobility—home ownership—I include a variable denoting whether
respondents own their homes . Unions in the United States have traditionally opposed trade
liberalization, although divisions have grown in recent years as more American manufacturing
depends on imported inputs. Thus, individuals who are union members or are in a household
with a union member (“union household”) are more likely to be against liberalizing trade.
Finally, as it is likely that age should be a factor in support for Social Security, I include a variable
for age based on the individual’s self-reported birthdate. The median respondent’s age is fortythree, but respondents reach ninety-nine years of age, and 20 percent of the sample was over
the starting retirement age of sixty-two. Finally, purely economic characteristics are more
20
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recently thought to be less important that personal perceptions. Thus, I incorporate a standard
seven-point model of political identification (“PID7”), which scores individuals from 1 (“strong
Democrat”) to 4 (“independent or other”) to 7 “strong Republican”).
Table 1 offers side-by-side comparisons of the results of multinomial analysis of support
by whites15 for welfare, Social Security, and limits on trade. Although the analysis also included
an indeterminate category of those responding “don’t know,” “same,” or “haven’t thought
much about it” to the question about trade, the major comparison is between those seeking
increased redistribution and those opposing or seeking to reduce redistributive policies. Thus,
table 1 reports only the portion of the results comparing those who supported increases versus
those who supported decreases. For presentation purposes, the table excludes the generally
significant, estimated coefficients for the set of binary variables capturing year effects. The full
table is available in the appendix.
Table 1 shows a nuanced relation between racial diversity and redistribution. When the
question is specific to welfare, racial diversity is strongly and negatively correlated with support
for increased federal spending (–.93, s.e.= .34). This finding mirrors prior studies and aligns with
expectations that increased diversity decreases support for redistribution (e.g., Alesina).
However, racial diversity does not seem to influence preferences for spending on Social
Security: The coefficient is positive, but the standard error is too large to suggest anything but a
null relationship. This supports Gilens’ and Kellstedt’s contention that the racial rather than
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Although the argument suggests that the divergence in preferences would most directly manifest in

whites, contagion effects might lead to roll over influence on non-whites. (Full table available on request.)
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only the redistributive aspect of welfare generates the correlation. Further evidence for the
importance of accounting for the racial aspects of the redistributive policy is provided by the
positive relation between racial diversity and support for increasing trade protection. When the
redistribution question is specific to trade protection, the coefficient on racial diversity is
positive and significant. In the years after the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA),
in which the salience of trade policy declined, the relationship is even stronger. Thus, the
evidence in table 1 supports the hypothesis that the link between diversity and preference for
redistribution is mediated by the racialization of the policies. Support for welfare, a policy that
is widely (albeit erroneously) perceived as primarily benefiting African Americans, is negatively
linked to racial diversity. Support for age-based Social Security has no correlation with diversity.
Support for trade-protection, a policy portrayed as benefiting employed whites, has a strong
positive correlation with racial diversity.
Other community and individual characteristics have a more consistent relation with
redistribution preferences. Skilled workers and individuals with high incomes are generally less
supportive of Social Security and trade protection, as would be expected by their relatively
lower expected benefit from such policies. Women across the board are more supportive of the
redistributive policies, a familiar gender gap in the study of American politics (Shapiro and
Mahajan, 1986).
Some exceptions to uniformity exist. Unemployed individuals do not support trade
protection, though they do support welfare and Social Security, two policies which may provide
both more immediate and more longterm assistance given their employment status. Perhaps
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not surprisingly, union households’ support for trade protection has declined since the
implementation of NAFTA. Spurred in part by the free trade agreement, U.S. manufacturing
increasingly relies on imported materials and parts, and the George W. Bush-era steel tariffs
exposed divisions within unions, making it difficult for unions to send a single message on trade
protection.
The cleavage that the above characteristics and racial diversity can create is striking,
particular since NAFTA implementation. Figure 3 presents the predicted probability of support
for redistribution. The left side shows estimates using all three decades of data; the right hand
shows estimates using NAFTA-era data. Each chart compares support for welfare and support
for trade protection. Each shows the gap increasing as community diversity increases. While the
marginal effect of community diversity on each individual policy is relatively small, combined
they create a substantive difference in opinion on redistribution issues. Moving from a
community one standard deviation below the mean in terms of diversity to a community one
standard deviation above the mean is predicted to result in a two percentage point decrease in
the probability of supporting an increase in federal spending in welfare (13.3 percent to 11.2
percent) and a three percentage point increase in the probability of supporting an increase in
trade protection (39.5 percent to 42.5 percent). The effects together can thus explain a five to
almost thirty percentage-point gulf in opinion. Since NAFTA implementation, the explanatory
power has been stronger. The same shift in communities results in a seven percentage-point
shift in opinion on trade protection: The probability of support for trade protection increases
from 30.3 percent to 37.4 percent.
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Community diversity fares relatively well compared to other determinants of trade
protection preferences. In terms of predicted probabilities, since NAFTA, the change from the
strongest Democrat (PID7==1) to the strongest Republican (PID7==7) results in only a 2
percentage-point decrease in the probability of supporting trade protection (34.7 percent to
32.7 percent). A change of income from the low-income group ( < 33 percentile for income) to
the medium-income group (33 to 37 percentile) results in a change of less than 5 percentage
points (31.7 percent to 36.4 percent). A change in skill from skilled to unskilled status generates
only a 2.5 percentage-point decline in the predicted probability of supporting trade protection
(33.7 percent to 31.2 percent).
In terms of predicting support for increasing welfare, community diversity is on par with
to slightly more influential than unemployment or income. A change from unemployed to
employed decreases support for welfare by a predicted 4 percentage points (16.1 percent to
12.1 percent). A change from low to medium income results in a predicted 5 percentage-point
decline (16.5 percent to 11.2 percent).
Testing the Robustness of the Effect of Racial Diversity on Preferences for Trade
Protection
The finding that racial diversity diminishes whites’ support for welfare fits easily into the
standard story about the influence of diversity on preferences for redistribution. In contrast,
the finding that diversity increases support for trade protection—also a redistributive
program—overturns conventional wisdom and thus calls for further additional validation. To do
so, I focus on a specific trade agreement—the Central American Free Trade Agreement
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(CAFTA)16— and use the responses of over 36,500 adults17 who participated in an online survey
conducted by Polimetrix both before and after the 2006 U.S. midterm election (Ansolabehere
2007). The change in dataset allows for a test of the robustness of the effect on an actual
rather than hypothetical trade policy. The larger sample size permits the inclusion of additional
measures for perception of the national economy and for community trade exposure.
Survey participants received the following background information about CAFTA:
This year Congress also debated a new free trade agreement that reduces barriers to
trade between the U.S. and countries in Central America.
Some politicians argue that the agreement allows America to better compete in the
global economy and would create more stable democracies in Central America. Other
politicians argue that it helps businesses to move jobs abroad where labor is cheaper
and does not protect American producers.
Then they were then asked:
What do you think? If you were faced with this decision, would you vote for or against
the trade agreement?
Of the total 36,217 responses, 26 percent stated that they supported ratification, 51
percent stated that they were against it, and 22 percent responded that they did not know.

16

Since the addition of the Dominican Republic to the agreement in 2004, the formal name is the

Dominican Republic–Central America Free Trade Agreement (DR-CAFTA), but the agreement is still generally
referred to as CAFTA.
17

Starting from a pool of over 150,000 “opt-in” respondents, a panel of 36,500 adults were selected using

proximity matching to a stratified sub-sample drawn from the U.S. Bureau of the Census; 2004 American
Community Study (ACS). There were three types of strata in the sample: Registered and Unregistered Voters, State
Size, and Competitive and Uncompetitive Congressional Districts. For more information on general sample
matching see Rivers (2006).
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Table 2 displays a multinomial analysis of responses by whites for diversity data organized at
the congressional district level (left side) and at the county level (right side). The former most
closely replicates the prior analysis of the ANES data; the latter allows for the inclusion of an
additional measure of the community’s exposure to trade. The theory predicts that as racial
diversity increases, the probability that white individuals support CAFTA, a measure that would
remove trade protections, declines. And indeed, in all six models discussed in greater detail
below, the coefficient for the racial diversity measure (“Comm: Racial HH Index”) is negative
and significant.
The analysis displayed in models 1–3 use congressional district–level measures of
diversity and mostly retain the same individual economic and community characteristic
determinants as in the prior analysis of the ANES. Model 1 most exactly replicates the prior
analysis. In model 2, a CAFTA-specific regional designation—residency in a state deemed
especially affected by CAFTA (“Res. of CAFTA-affected state”)18—replaces the ANES defined
residence in the “political south.” Model 3 incorporates a measure of an individual’s perception
of the national economy (“Perception of national economy”), which arguably may greatly
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The United States International Trade Commission (2004) calculates that CAFTA most directly affects

the sugar and textile industries. Thus I coded a states as affected if it was one of the top 4 sugar cane, sugar beet,
and textile producing states: Textile: South Carolina, North Carolina, Georgia, or Alabama (2002 Economic Census).
Cane Sugar: Louisiana, Florida, and Texas, and Hawaii (ITC). Beet Sugar: Minnesota, North Dakota, Idaho, and
Michigan (ITC). Because of the high correlation with the “POLITICAL SOUTH”, I include these terms in separate
models.
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influence an individual’s current preferences for trade protection; respondents’ perceptions are
ranked on a five-point scale from “gotten much worse” (0) to “gotten much better” (4).
In all three models, the racial diversity coefficient was large (–.30 to –.41), negative, and
significant, again suggesting that whites’ support for trade protection is higher when racial
diversity is high. Residence in a CAFTA-affected state only slightly increased the effect of racial
diversity, while perceptions of the national economy more substantively increased the
coefficient of interest. Inclusion the perception measure removed the previously significant
effect of partisan identification.
The right side of table 2 (models 1b, 2b, and 3b) displays the results of analysis using
county-level measures of racial diversity, residency, and income inequality to describe an
individual’s community characteristics. Counties and their equivalents are the oldest U.S. substate administrative divisions, and they are the level at which the U.S. census collects regional
employment and business data at the county level. The census’s annual Country Business
Patterns (CBP) report provides, for each county in a state, mid-March employment, first-quarter
and annual payrolls, and establishments by industry code, the Standard Industrial Code (SIC)
until 1998 and the North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) from 1998 to 2005. I
use these data to calculate a measure of community sensitivity to trade issues (“Importcompeting county”). For each county, I classify the reported manufacturing jobs as importcompeting or export-oriented at both fine (SIC 4 and NAICS6) and broad levels (SIC3 and
NAICS5) on the basis of net trade flows in the prior year using the manufacturing-focused
dataset in Schott (2010). Where the ratio of import-competing manufacturing jobs to export-
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oriented manufacturing jobs in a district exceeds 1 at either the fine or the broad level, I
consider the county to be import-competing in terms of employment and thus “Importcompeting county” = 1. While only one in five jobs is classified as manufacturing oriented,
manufacturing trade has made up at least 70 percent of total U.S. imports and exports since the
1970s.19 However, to account for sensitivity surrounding raw agricultural trade, which falls
outside of the Schott dataset, I additionally create from the census data a measure of the
percentage of the population in each county/congressional district identified as living in a
“rural” area (“Country: % rural”).
The use of county-level data as well as the inclusion of “Import-competing county”
diminishes the size of the estimated effect of racial diversity on preferences by about one-third;
however, the coefficients for racial diversity remain negative and significant. The base model
(model 1) produces the smallest estimated effect size. Adding additional variables to control for
residency in a CAFTA-affected state and perception of the national economy only increase the
effect size.
Analysis of the CAFTA results—particularly those using county-level data—suggest that
the link between racial diversity and greater support for trade protection by whites is not
idiosyncratic to the question asked or the data organization method, but likely shows an
underlying relation between racial diversity and preferences for certain types of redistribution.

19

Conconi et a. m.s.
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Conclusion
Current trade-related political ads disproportionately present white workers as benefiting from
trade protection, distinguishing trade protection from other forms of redistribution. In direct
contrast to their preferences for welfare, American whites appear more supportive of trade
protection when they reside in more racially diverse communities. These results suggest an
important caveat to the standard expectation that diversity diminishes support for
redistribution. Where redistribution is perceived to privilege certain individuals over others,
diversity many encourage support for a policy.
In the U.S. context, the sums involved are not small. In 2009 redistribution through
trade protection approached $130 billion20—less than Social Security (approximately $660
billion) or welfare (approximately $360 billion), but a substantial sum. Organized in terms of
products and industries, redistribution through trade protection is also relatively more diffuse
than redistribution through direct transfers. As people typically believe that trade protection
aids others more than themselves, who those others are perceived to be is an important
contextual component to sociotropic preferences.
The findings above offer an additional improvement on current models of individual
preferences for trade protections, which could be more broadly tested in a non-U.S. context,
particularly where identity-based divisions are strong. More generally, the findings are a
wrinkle in the comparative literature linking diversity with diminished support for redistribution
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Estimate based on the World Banks Trade TRI Index in 2009 of 6.5% on $1,962 Billion in Imports.
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and other public goods. Depending on how public the public goods are perceived, diversity may
have an unexpected relation with majority support for policy.
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Figure 1: Opinion on redistributive policies (ANES 1996)
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Figure 2: Distribution of the racial diversity of congressional districts by state, Census 2000

37

38

Figure 3: Predicted probability of support for redistribution
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Figure 4: Colorado-07: Ed Perlmutter “Different Idea” and Colorado-03: Sal Pace “Couple of
Miles”
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Table 1: Support for redistribution policies (ANES 1988 to 2008, Whites Respondents)
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Table 2: Support for CAFTA

Asterisks denote the following p-values: *<.10, **<.05, and ***<.01. Standard errors in italics
below
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Appendix Full Table 1: Support for redistribution policies (ANES 1988 to 2008, White
Respondents)
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