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Public Opinion and Trump’s Jobs and  
Trade Policies 

ROBERT J. BLENDON, LOGAN S. CASEY, and JOHN M. BENSON  

In their invaluable annual survey of public opinion polls for 
Challenge, the authors have found that the economy was the 
number one issue for voters—specifically jobs. Donald Trump 
clearly exploited these concerns on an almost daily basis. 
Additionally, voters believe job losses were often the result of trade. 
They also believe lower taxes on American business would bring 
back jobs. These results, whether one agrees or not, are a likely 
guideline for Trump’s policy priorities as president.  

Public opinion on the economy and trade played an important role in Donald 
Trump’s victory in the 2016 election. Trump emphasized the connection 
between these issues, and his vocal criticism of the North American Free 
Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) likely 
contributed directly to his success, particularly among Midwestern voters in 
key swing states. If Trump keeps his campaign promises, he will likely 
pursue a threefold approach to international trade: renegotiating agreements, 
particularly with China and Mexico, to create more favorable terms for the 
United States; ending discussion of new trade agreements; and changing 
the tax system to incentivize American companies to return to the United 
States. 

© Robert J. Blendon, Logan S. Casey, and John M. Benson 
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons 

Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by- 
nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any 
medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built 
upon in any way. 

Robert J. Blendon, Sc.D., is a professor at the Harvard T. H. Chan School of Public Health 
and the Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University. Logan S. Casey, Ph.D., is research 
analyst in public opinion, and John M. Benson, M.A., is managing director at the Harvard 
Opinion Research Program at the Harvard T. H. Chan School of Public Health. 

Color versions of one or more of the figures in the article can be found online at www. 
tandfonline.com/mcha.  

1 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/05775132.2017.1308763
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://www.tandfonline.com/mcha
http://www.tandfonline.com/mcha


This article examines in particular what public opinion during the 2016 
presidential election is likely to mean for trade policy during the administra-
tion of President Donald Trump. Understanding the background of these 
electoral circumstances provides insight into the new administration’s overall 
attitudes toward international trade agreements and their likely efforts in 
shaping new trade policy for the United States. 

Public opinion on the economy and trade policies played an important 
role in Trump’s victories in both the Republican primary and the general 
election. Jobs and the economy were the top issues for many voters, and 
Trump emphasized these issues—particularly the connection between job 
loss and international trade—throughout his campaign. Trump’s vocal criti-
cism of free trade agreements, especially the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA) and the proposed Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), likely 
contributed directly to his success, particularly in Midwestern swing states 
and among Republican voters, where anti-trade attitudes were especially 
strong. The role of trade-related attitudes in this election is particularly of 
note because there have been dramatic and partisan shifts in public opinion 
on this topic in recent years. 

Given the importance of these issues to Trump’s ascension to the White 
House, we anticipate the new administration will pursue these policies as 
promised. 

ECONOMY AND JOBS A TOP ISSUE, TO TRUMP’S ADVANTAGE 

Consistent with historical trends (e.g., Gallup 2015; Lynch 1999) and across a 
variety of polls, jobs and/or the economy was the top issue for many voters 
in both the primary and general elections (e.g., CBS/NYT 2016b; Edison 
2016; Gallup 2015; Pew Research Center 2016b).1 Negative evaluations of 
the economy and American job prospects frequently correlated with voting 
for or intent to vote for Trump. 

In February 2016, during the primary season, 92 percent of Republicans 
said that presidential candidates’ positions on the economy would be 
extremely or very important in determining their vote for president. 
Another 80 percent of Republicans said employment and jobs would be 
extremely or very important (Gallup 2016a). In the same month, Republican 
primary voters were most likely to rank jobs and the economy as the most 
important issue in deciding who to support in the primaries (Quinnipiac 
2016a). 

Beyond Republicans, Americans more generally also shared this 
focus, throughout the primary and general election cycle. In May 2015, 86 
percent of Americans said the economy, more than any other issue, would 
be extremely or very important to their 2016 vote for president (Gallup 
2015). Just over a year later, in June 2016, 84 percent of registered voters 
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again said the economy was very important to their vote choice (Pew 
Research Center 2016a). Additionally, the importance of the economy 
seemed to grow as the general election drew nearer. In September 2016, 
nearly a third (32%) of registered voters identified the economy and 
jobs as the single issue that would be most important to them in their 
presidential vote choice, selected more than any other issue; in the 
week before the election, that number had grown to 38 percent of voters 
(CBS/NYT 2016b). 

However, identifying “the economy” generally as a top concern or issue 
can mean a variety of different, more specific concerns. Previous polling 
shows that when registered voters who list the economy as an important 
presidential voting issue are asked to explain more specifically in their 
own words what they mean, a plurality (about one-third) say something 
related to jobs specifically, such as job loss, creation, or outsourcing (KFF/ 
PSRA 2008). The 2016 election followed this trend. Asked shortly before 
the 2016 election to choose from a list of specific economic issues (rather 
than “the economy” generally), 43 percent of registered voters (and roughly 
equal numbers of Republicans and Democrats) said that “the job situation” 

would be among the two most important economic issues in their 
presidential vote choice (Pew Research Center 2016b). An additional 16 
percent identified global trade as a top-two issue in their vote choice. 

Throughout his campaign, Trump responded to these concerns and 
repeatedly emphasized economic issues, to great effect in both the primary 
and general elections: Americans who negatively evaluated the economy 
or their personal financial situation were more likely to vote for Trump than 
those who offered positive evaluations. 

For example, in the primary season, Republican voters who strongly 
agreed with the statement “I feel as though I’m falling further and further 
behind economically” were more likely to say they preferred Trump 
(46%) to Cruz (26%) or Kasich (23%) (Quinnipiac 2016b). In polling 
conducted in the days leading up to the general election (Edison 2016), 
62 percent of Americans said the national economy was in not good 
or poor condition. Of those who said this, nearly two-thirds (62%) 
ultimately voted for Trump. Similarly, among those who said their financial 
situation was worse today compared to four years ago, 77 percent voted 
for Trump. 

Trump also mirrored interpretations of “the economy” generally as about 
job loss or opportunity specifically, and he consistently connected concern 
for jobs with the perils of international trade. Repeatedly throughout his 
campaign (and since his election), Trump noted the decline of U.S. manufac-
turing jobs and other employment opportunities and frequently attributed 
these losses to NAFTA and other trade deals.2 Trump’s stance on free trade 
agreements ultimately proved important to his success in both the 
Republican primary and the general election, as discussed next. 
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FREE TRADE, LOST JOBS, AND MIDWESTERN VOTERS 

Since the post–World War II era, the Republican Party has generally been 
the party of free trade (Hunt 2016). NAFTA was originally proposed and 
negotiated by Republican President George H. W. Bush, and in 1993, it 
was passed by Congress with significantly more Republican than Democratic 
votes in favor (Civic Impulse 2017a). More recently, Republican elected 
officials in Congress voted nearly unanimously in favor of trade agreements 
with Colombia, Panama, and Korea in 2011 (Civic Impulse 2017b, 2017c, 
2017d). The 2012 Republican national platform further emphasized inter-
national trade as “crucial for our economy,” saying that such trade “means 
more American jobs, higher wages, and a better standard of living” (RPP 
2012). Skepticism against free trade was, until recently, largely “relegated 
to the fringes of the Republican Party” (Appelbaum 2016). 

Trump, however, positioned himself loudly and clearly against existing free 
trade deals, with especially harsh criticism for NAFTA and for U.S. trade 
relationships with Mexico and China. Trump’s vocal criticism of free trade 
policy, among other stances, led to his often being described by some as 
antiestablishment, “an anti-Republican Republican,” or “starting a trade war— 

with the Republican Party” (e.g., Sullivan and Johnson 2016). While this made 
waves within the party establishment, it resonated with Republican party voters: 
nearly 7 in 10 (68%) of Republican registered voters thought free trade agree-
ments were a bad thing for the United States (Pew Research Center 2016c). 
According to ABC exit polling during the Republican primaries, a majority of 
Republican voters believed that trade takes away U.S. jobs, and Trump won 
these voters “by large margins in Michigan, Mississippi, Illinois, and North 
Carolina, while essentially tying with Kasich in Ohio” (Holyk 2016). As a result, 
noted the New York Times, “Mr. Trump has set the agenda, and no [Republican] 
presidential candidate is carrying a free-trade banner” (Hunt 2016). 

In the general election, Trump’s position on NAFTA and trade deals 
again proved influential. One-third (33%) of the public and nearly half of 
Republicans (47%) said that, over the past ten years, trade agreements have 
hurt individuals in their own community (Politico/HSPH 2016) (Table 1). In 
the months leading up to the general election, those who believed that past 
free trade agreements such as NAFTA (specifically mentioned in the survey 
question) had hurt their community were far more likely to say, across a 
variety of questions, that free trade policies hurt the United States, have lost 
U.S. jobs, and have lowered U.S. wages (Politico/HSPH 2016) (Table 2). 
Overall, nearly half of registered voters said free trade agreements generally 
have been a bad thing for the United States (Pew Research Center 2016c). 

As shown above, negative evaluations of the current economy and free 
trade corresponded with voting for Trump. In national exit polling during 
the general election (Edison 2016), slightly more voters overall said 
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international trade took away U.S. jobs (42%) rather than created them 
(39%). Among those who believed international trade took away U.S. jobs, 
nearly two-thirds (64%) voted for Trump. 

But Trump’s trade-related advantage was clearest in the Midwest. In the 
months leading up to the general election, people in the Midwest (53%) 
were twice as likely to say that free trade agreements hurt their communities 
than were people in any other region of the country (27%�Northeast, 27%�

South, 26%�West) (Politico/HSPH 2016) (Table 1).3 Four of the six states that 
flipped from Barack Obama in 2012 to Donald Trump in 2016 were in the 
Midwest (Iowa, Michigan, Ohio, and Wisconsin).4 

In Michigan (50%), Wisconsin (50%), and Ohio (48%), far more voters 
thought international trade took away rather than created U.S. jobs; Trump 
won 58 percent to 69 percent of the voters who held this view (Edison 
2016) (Table 3). In Pennsylvania, a non-Midwestern state that also flipped 
to Trump, this belief was even stronger: 53 percent said international trade 

TABLE 2 Views of Trade Policies, 2016, by Perceived Effect of Free Trade on Own 
Community (%)  

All 

Responses of those who believe  
past trade agreements have  

hurt or helped their own community 
Difference  
between  
hurt and  
helped Hurt Helped  

%�saying trade policies have lost  
U.S. jobs 65 91 39 52 

%�saying trade policies have  
lowered U.S. wages 49 82 31 51 

%�have heard or read anything  
about TPP 29 45 25 20 

%�oppose Congress approving TPP  
(among those who have  
heard of TPP) 63 92 16 76 

Source: Politico/HSPH 2016.   

TABLE 1 Perceived Impact over the Past Ten Years of Free Trade Agreements 
on Individuals in Own Community, 2016, by Party Identification and Region (%) 

Percent saying free trade agreements have hurt their community  

All 33  
By party identification:    

Republicans 47   
Democrats 24  

By region:    
Midwest 53   
Northeast 27   
South 27   
West 26 

Source: Politico/HSPH 2016.   
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takes away U.S. jobs, and nearly two-thirds (64%) of Pennsylvanians who 
shared that belief voted for Trump (Edison 2016). 

In sum, during the 2016 election, considerable portions of the American 
public believed that free trade agreements have had negative impacts on 
Americans and American jobs. Nearly six in ten (59%) registered voters said 
either the job situation or global trade were the two most important 
economic issues to their vote for president (Pew Research Center 2016b). 
These attitudes were particularly prevalent in key Midwest swing states, 
and these attitudes consistently corresponded with support for Trump, 
including in these same Midwest swing states. 

This combination of economic and job concerns, Trump’s conspicuously 
vocal anti-NAFTA stance, and the public’s view of the (negative) impact of 
free trade agreements all contributed to Trump victories in both the primary 
and general elections. This is particularly striking given that the public’s 
attitudes on free trade have shifted dramatically in recent years. 

CHANGES IN TRADE-RELATED PUBLIC OPINION 

In two trade-related areas, there have been significant changes in public 
attitudes in recent years. First, general opinion toward free trade and free 
trade agreements has varied considerably over recent years, including a 
notable partisan shift in evaluations of free trade. Second, attitudes toward 
free trade have also varied over time depending on the partner country. 

Public and Partisan Evaluations of the Impact of Free Trade 

As this article demonstrates, public belief in the harmful impacts of free trade 
agreements played an important role in the Republican primary as well as in 
the general presidential election. However, two key observations are impor-
tant. First, the American public distinguishes between trade’s impact on the 
U.S. economy generally and on U.S. jobs specifically. Second, beliefs about 
the negative effects of trade are growing—particularly among Republican 

TABLE 3 Views of 2016 Voters on the Impact of International Trade on U.S. Jobs, by State 
(%)  

Takes away U.S. jobs Creates U.S. jobs Does not affect jobs  

Total national voters 42 39  11 
Pennsylvania 53 34  9 
Michigan 50 31  12 
Wisconsin 50 35  9 
Ohio 48 32  13 
Iowa 37 41  11 

Note: “Don’t know/No answer” responses not shown. 
Source: Edison 2016.   
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voters. Historically, both the general public and Republican voters were more 
supportive of free trade agreements than they are today. 

Generally speaking, Americans are more positive about international 
trade’s impact on the U.S. economy than they are about trade’s impact on 
U.S. jobs and wages. For example, while 59 percent of Americans say inter-
national trade is good for the U.S. economy overall, only 40 percent say it is 
good for creating U.S. jobs, and even fewer (35%) say it is good for American 
job security more generally (Chicago Council 2016). Similarly, in 2015, 58 
percent of Americans said free trade agreements have been a good thing 
for the United States, but a plurality said these same agreements lower 
American wages (46%) and lead to U.S. job losses (46%) (Pew Research 
Center 2015).5 

Increasingly, Americans are more likely to express skepticism over inter-
national trade. For example, the proportion of Americans who believe that 
free trade agreements with other countries is a good thing for the United 
States has steadily declined, from a peak of 59 percent in 2014 to 45 percent 
just before the 2016 presidential election (Figure 1) (Pew Research Center 
2016c).6 

Similarly, Americans are also more likely now than in the past to 
believe that these deals cost U.S. jobs (Table 4). In 1996, roughly equal 
proportions of registered voters believed that U.S. trade with other countries 
leads to U.S. job losses (42%) or job creation (39%) (CBS/NYT 1996). By 
2003, a majority (53%) of the public said that trade with other countries 
loses U.S. jobs (TIPP/IBD/CSM 2003). By 2016, that number grew to 60 
percent, including 75 percent of those who said they would vote for Trump 
(CBS/NYT 2016a). 

Though it appears the general public as a whole has grown more 
skeptical of international trade deals, an examination by partisanship reveals 
a different story: as shown in Figure 2 (Pew Research Center 2016c), 
Republicans and Democrats differ markedly on the impact of trade on the 
U.S. generally, a difference that has developed rapidly in recent years.7 

FIGURE 1 American Opinion on Impact on U.S. of Free Trade Agreements  
%�of voters saying free trade agreements have been a ___ for the U.S. 
Source: Pew Research Center 2016c.  
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This partisan divide is also prevalent in evaluations of the impact of trade 
on U.S. jobs specifically. As Tables 5 and 6 show, “since 2006, Democrats 
have become more optimistic, and Republicans less optimistic, about the 
impact of trade” (Smeltz, Kafura, & Wojtowicz 2016). In 2006, equal numbers 
(38%) of both parties said trade has been good for creating U.S. jobs, but by 
2016 Republicans were less likely to believe this (34%) and Democrats were 
significantly more likely (47%) (Table 5) (Chicago Council 2016). Similarly, 
in 2006, Democrats were more likely than Republicans to say that trade leads 
to U.S. job losses, but by 2016, the parties had switched (Table 6) 
(Pew Research Center 2006, 2015). Republicans are now more likely than 
Democrats to hold negative beliefs about the impact of trade on American 
jobs and the economy.8 

These findings illustrate the notable shifts not only in American views of 
free trade overall, but especially in partisan views. 

TABLE 4 Registered Voters’ Views of Whether U.S. Trade with Other Countries Creates or 
Loses More U.S. Jobs, 1996, 2016 (%)  

1996 2003 2016  

Creates more U.S. jobs 39 16  19 
Loses more U.S. jobs 42 53  60 
Has no effect 10 23  14 
Don’t know 10 9  7 

Source: CBS/NYT 1996, 2016a; TIPP/IBD/CSM 2003.   

FIGURE 2 Partisan Opinion on Impact on U.S. of Free Trade Agreements.  
Note: Based on registered voters. Don’t know responses not shown. Q95F1. 
Source: Pew Research Center 2016c. Survey conducted Oct. 20–25, 2016.  
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Country-Specific Attitudes 

Another notable shift in public opinion on trade policy is in public attitudes 
toward trade with specific countries. In general, American views on inter-
national trade depend on the country with whom America is trading. These 
views vary both within and between political parties. 

Throughout his campaign, Trump focused much of his criticism of trade 
agreements on China and Mexico (e.g., Ehrenfreund 2016; Newport 2016). 
Here again his views reflected those of his own party’s constituents, as 
Republican voters were most seriously concerned about trade issues with 
those two countries specifically, more so than with other trading partner 
countries (Politico/HSPH 2016). In fact, Trump outperformed previous 
Republican presidential candidates in counties that lost jobs to Mexico and 
China (Cerrato, Ruggieri, and Ferrara 2016). 

As is frequently the case in a variety of issues (e.g., Hetherington and 
Rudolph 2015), the political parties were (and are) polarized in their attitudes 
about the effect of free trade with specific countries, especially China and 
Mexico. As Figure 3 shows, there were significant differences both within 
and between parties on attitudes toward free trade with specific countries. 
More than six in ten Republicans believe that free trade with China (64%) 
and Mexico (61%) has hurt the United States. In contrast, 38 percent of 
Democrats believe that free trade with China hurts the United States., and 
only 17 percent believe that free trade with Mexico hurts the United States 
(Politico/HSPH 2016) (Figure 3). 

The current focus on China and Mexico highlights an interesting change in 
American attitudes about the economic relationship between the United States 
and other countries. While attitudes toward China and Mexico are relatively 

TABLE 5 Republican and Democratic Opinions on Whether International 
Trade Has Been Good for Creating Jobs in the U.S., 2006, 2016 (%) 

Percent saying trade has been good for creating jobs 

Responses of 2006 2016  
Republicans 38 34 
Democrats 38 47 

Source: Chicago Council 2016.   

TABLE 6 Republican and Democratic Opinions on International Trade on Leading 
to Job Loss in the U.S., 2006, 2015 (%) 

Percent saying leads to job losses 

Responses of 2006 2015  
Republicans 42 51 
Democrats 51 44 

Source: Pew Research Center 2006, 2015.   
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hostile today, these negative opinions were historically focused on other 
countries, especially those viewed as a threat to the United States at the time.9 

For example, in 1991, more than three-fourths (77%) of the American 
public believed that Japan was an economic threat to the United States, 
and many expressed negative attitudes toward Japan: nearly 7 in 10 (69%) 
Americans said that Japan had taken unfair advantage of the United States 
(Times Mirror/PSRA 1992). By 2016, however, the proportion of the public 
that considered Japan an economic threat had declined sharply to 24 percent 
(Gallup 2016b), and so had hostile attitudes toward the relationship with 
Japan: only 21 percent of Americans now think that trade with Japan hurts 
the United States (Politico/HSPH 2016). 

Furthermore, similar to the Trump administration’s proposed sanctions, 
tariffs, and other proposed policies restricting or affecting trade with Mexico 
and China, both the Bush I (Sanger 1992) and Clinton (Destler 2005) admin-
istrations threatened restrictions on trade with Japan—a country perceived as 
an economic threat to the United States at the time (see also Brainard 2001). 

Economic threats can be perceived for many reasons. Today, China’s 
threats are often described in terms of the U.S.-China trade deficit, 
outsourced manufacturing jobs, U.S. debt held by China, and the sheer size 
of China’s population and economic power, among others (e.g., Flowers 
2016; Pew Research Center 2012). While Mexico has a different relationship 
to the U.S. economy, at the time of NAFTA’s original negotiation, trade 
unions and other groups were deeply opposed due to concerns that Mexico 
would pose a similar economic threat to the United States, particularly in the 
form of job loss and outsourcing (Destler 2005)—an argument also made 
frequently and famously during the presidential campaign of Ross Perot. 
As this article argues, and as Trump’s rhetoric indicates, similar concerns, 
arguments, and perceptions about the loss of jobs and wages to Mexico 
and other countries arose again during the 2016 election. 

FIGURE 3 Partisan Beliefs that Free Trade with Each Country Hurts the U.S. 
Source: Politico/HSPH 2016.  
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American opinion toward international trade depends on the specific 
country or trading partner. These country-specific attitudes also can change 
dramatically over time, and likely are related to the perceived threat that a 
country poses to the American economy. 

EXPECTATIONS 

Donald J. Trump’s election to the White House was not based on the 
nationwide popular vote, where he in fact trailed Democrat Hillary Clinton 
by nearly three million votes (Cook Political Report 2017). Rather, several 
important factors helped Trump secure the White House. As discussed in this 
article, the economy, jobs, and foreign trade played central roles in the election. 
These issues were of particular importance to Republican voters and voters in 
key Midwest swing states. Ultimately, Trump won an overwhelming proportion 
of the Republican vote (Edison 2016), garnering roughly two million more 
votes than Mitt Romney in 2012 and more overall than any Republican 
candidate in history (Cook Political Report 2017; Roper 2017). He also won 
major swing states, including Pennsylvania and key states in the Midwest. 

What are these election results likely to mean for the trade policies of the 
Trump administration? Given the nature of his victory, where he did not win 
the overall popular vote but did win these two particular groups of voters, 
President Trump is likely to pay particular attention to the views of his 
Republican constituents and to residents of these key swing states, which will 
be critical to his 2020 reelection campaign. 

Indeed, considerable literature in political science demonstrates the 
tendency of elected officials to be more responsive to voters of their own 
party or other subconstituencies, rather than the broader public or their 
constituency as whole (Bishin 2010; Egan 2013; Kastellac et al. 2015). 
Additionally, Americans are more likely to contact elected officials from their 
own party, likely influencing elected officials’ perceptions of their district’s 
opinion as consistent with the official’s own views (Broockman and Ryan 
2016) and potentially exacerbating ongoing polarization. 

Shortly before Trump’s inauguration, 55 percent of Trump voters considered 
withdrawing from or negotiating better terms for NAFTA to be an extremely or 
very important priority for his first 100 days (Politico/HSPH 2017). Therefore, we 
can expect the Trump administration to pursue withdrawing from or signifi-
cantly renegotiating NAFTA and other trade deals, even when such actions 
might conflict with the preferences of the American public at large. 

Prior polling also suggests that the debate on the Trans-Pacific Partner-
ship is unlikely to proceed: a large majority (63%) of those who have heard 
of the proposed agreement oppose it (Politico/HSPH 2016). Among those 
who have heard of the TPP and thought past trade hurt their community, 
92 percent oppose Congress’s approving the TPP (Politico/HSPH 2016) 
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(Table 2). Based on this data, President Trump’s recent decision to end 
U.S. involvement in the TPP (White House 2017b) comes as no surprise. 

One final implication for Trump administration trade and economic policy 
is this: nearly two-thirds (63%) of the public—including 91 percent of those 
who said they had voted for Donald Trump—believe that lowering U.S. cor-
porate taxes would be effective at bringing jobs back to the United States (Poli-
tico/HSPH 2017). Therefore, this approach is likely to be a part of President 
Trump’s trade and tax policy agenda when the overall issue is addressed. 

In conclusion, attitudes toward the economy and international trade— 

combined with Trump’s uniquely (among Republican candidates) critical 
stance on NAFTA—played a key role in Donald Trump’s electoral victory. 
This is particularly notable considering the changes in American attitudes 
on trade in recent decades. 

Given the importance of these trade issues in his primary and general 
election victories, we expect him to pursue these policies during his presi-
dency. If Trump keeps his promises to his voters, he is likely to pursue a 
threefold approach to international trade: renegotiating trade agreements, 
particularly with China and Mexico to make the deals more favorable to 
the United States; ending discussion of new trade agreements and any 
consideration of the TPP treaty (the latter being already accomplished in 
the first month of his presidency); and changing the tax system to provide 
strong incentives for American companies to come back to the United States. 

While the broader implications of the Trump administration’s agenda are 
not fully known, they are likely to have a significant impact, whether 
substantively or symbolically, on both those who profit from and invest in 
international trade, as well as those who are hurt by it. 
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NOTES  

1. One limitation of the following analysis is that, since the reported data come from different polls 
and polling organizations over several decades, the denominators vary. For example, in some cases, the 
data describe registered voters, while in other cases they describe likely voters or the general public. Often 
these variations are based on when the poll was conducted relative to an election: as an election grows 
nearer, polls are often more likely to focus on registered or likely voters. We identify these samples for 
clarity throughout the text. When making comparisons over time, we only report large changes (e.g., �10 
points) that would be less subject to the impact of differences in sampling (i.e., the differences are 
large enough that they would not be due to sampling). As a result, we do not expect that these sampling 
differences should result in meaningful differences in the substantive interpretations of data patterns (i.e., 
our general arguments here) but rather only small differences in point estimates. 
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2. See, for example, “Trade Deals Working for All Americans” as a top issue on the Trump White 
House’s website: “For too long, Americans have been forced to accept trade deals that put the interests 
of insiders and the Washington elite over the hard-working men and women of this country. As a result, 
blue-collar towns and cities have watched their factories close and good-paying jobs move overseas, while 
Americans face a mounting trade deficit and a devastated manufacturing base” (White House 2017a).  

3. “Midwest,” defined by the U.S. Census 4-Region division, includes: Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, 
Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, Ohio, South Dakota, and Wisconsin. 

4. The remaining two are Pennsylvania, another state significantly affected by the loss of manufac-
turing and other jobs, and Florida.  

5. During the 2016 presidential election cycle, that 58 percent of Americans who said free trade 
agreements have been a good thing for the United States rapidly declined to 45 percent in just under 
18 months (May 2015–October 2016) (Pew Research Center 2015, 2016c). We present the 2015 data point 
here because in 2016, Pew did not ask questions about trade’s impact on job loss or wage rates.  

6. Pew Research Center data on this topic extends back to 1997, but with considerable variation in 
question wording, which affects responses and reduces comparability. Here we present only questions 
with the wording: “In general, do you think that free trade agreements between the U.S. and other 
countries have been a good thing or a bad thing for the United States?”.  

7. It is important to note that these data cover only the years of the Obama administration, and it is 
therefore possible that recent changes in opinion on trade are mainly partisan: in other words, it should 
not be surprising that Democrats became more positive and Republicans more negative about trade and 
trade policies pursued by a Democratic administration. While the strength of polarization is certainly part 
of the story, particularly under President Obama (see Jones 2015), the idea that voters’ evaluations of 
policies change depending on the party in power (or elite cue-taking more generally) does not alone 
account for historical intraparty divisions on this issue, such as Democratic voters and constituencies 
(e.g., labor and the environment) taking vocal antitrade positions under President Bill Clinton, who 
ultimately supported NAFTA and pushed for free trade expansion during his presidency (e.g., Destler 
2005; Ifill 1992). Additionally, Table 5 shows that Democrats also held more positive views on free trade 
than Republicans, even under a Republican president (Bush II).  

8. Importantly, while in recent years Republican voters have become more negative than Democrats 
about the impact of trade deals, Republican voters have also become more negative than their own party 
leaders, as discussed above.  

9. This is consistent with recent work (Mansfield and Mutz 2009; Sabet 2014, 2016) illustrating the 
influence of symbolic attitudes and feelings on the formation of public opinion about international trade: 
“Like all political issues, trade is associated with symbols that correspond directly to longstanding symbolic 
attitudes, triggering an automatic affective shortcut. Most notably, international trade represents a trans-
action with a ‘foreign other.’ Thus, it should evoke a gut-level response based on general, stable, and early 
learned predispositions such as attitudes toward out-groups or foreignness. To put it in the language of 
heuristics, the difficult and complex question—‘What do I think about trade?’—is displaced by the much 
easier question: ‘How do I feel about it?’” (Sabet 2016, 7). Attitudes toward trade with a particular country 
are not simply attitudes about trade but attitudes about that country as well.  
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