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A
t the core of the “Washington 
Consensus,” the package of 
free-market policies popular 

among Western economists in the 
1990s, was strong support for free 
trade. However, the extent to which 
this “consensus” extended beyond 
leaders of advanced industrial de-
mocracies and international lend-
ing agencies has remained unclear. 
Free trade has been the target of mass 
protests, some of which have turned 
ugly, such as the violent riots during 
the World Trade Organization min-
isterial conference in Seattle in 1999. 
Yet do the protestors represent the 
norm of public opinion, or are they 
just extreme outliers? What is the 
state of public opinion today in the 
Americas regarding free-trade agree-
ments, and what factors help explain 
differences of opinion? 

In 2010, Vanderbilt University’s 
Latin American Public Opinion Proj-
ect (LAPOP) set out to answer these 
questions. In its AmericasBarometer 
survey, which involved interviews 
with more than 40,000 individuals 
from 26 countries in North, Central 
and South America, LAPOP asked re-
spondents about the extent to which 
they believe free-trade agreements 

are good for the economy. On aver-
age, they found wide support for free 
trade but also significant variation 
across countries. The variation can 
be explained partially, though not 
entirely, by findings that income in-
equality within a country is directly 
and negatively correlated with sup-
port for free-trade agreements.  

LAPOP’s goal was to determine 
which factors at the individual level 
predict positive assessments of free-
trade agreements. Classical theories 
linking economic insecurity to eco-
nomic liberalization focus on an in-
dividual’s sector of employment and 
skill set. For example, one model 
predicts that those countries that 
possess relatively abundant advan-
tages for production (e.g., low-skilled 
workers in developing countries or 
high-skilled workers in advanced, 
industrialized countries) will ben-
efit from trade liberalization as the 
demand-supply ratio tilts in their fa-
vor.  Another posits that individuals 
with high skill levels are better able 
to adjust to changing economic cir-
cumstances—such as new trade poli-
cies—because their skills allow them 
to move from one job to another. 

LAPOP, however, found only mar-

ginal differences in attitudes toward 
free-trade agreements within the 
region by education level (a widely-
used proxy for skill set); and even 
these differences narrowed when 
controlling for other variables. 

Far more significant influences at 
the personal level include political 
ideology and individuals’ economic 
circumstances—both current and 
projected. People with right-wing 
or conservative ideologies are more 
likely to approve of free-trade agree-
ments. And as income level, per-
ceptions of government economic 
performance, and expectations of 
personal and national economic 
growth increase, so does support 
for free trade.

Overall, the LAPOP results suggest 
that economic rationality influences 
opinion on free-trade agreements 
across the Americas. To the extent 
that individuals stand to benefit—
for example as consumers—from 
free-trade agreements, they lend 
their support to such policies. How-
ever, as individuals find that their 
countries suffer deleterious macro-
economic consequences—such as 
inequality—from free trade, aver-
age support decreases.

charticle

Who SupportS 
Free trade  
in the americaS 

(and Why)?
BY Daniel ZiZumBo-colunga, eliZaBeth J. Zechmeister anD mitchell a. seligson
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 i
n the 2010 round of the 
Americasbarometer survey, lApop 
asked respondents in latin America 

and the caribbean the following 
question: “to what extent do you 
believe that free-trade agreements 
help to improve the economy?” 
respondents indicated their position 
on a 1 (not at all) to 7 (a lot) scale. 
by calculating the percentage of 
individuals in each country who 
selected 5, 6 or 7—indicating 
positive assessments of free-trade 
agreements—lApop could assess the 
percentage of free-trade supporters 
in each country. it found that a higher 
percentage of respondents think 
positively of free-trade agreements in 
chile (79.8 percent) and uruguay (76.8 
percent), while lower levels of support 
exist in paraguay (37.0 percent) and in 
Argentina (40.2 percent). in contrast, 
according to the pew research center 
for the people & the press (2009) and 
gallup (2009) polls, around 52 percent 
of the u.s. public1 and 51 percent2 of the 
canadian public think that free-trade 
agreements have been positive for their 
respective countries.

PercentageofPeoPlethatsay
thatfree-tradeagreementshelP
toimProvetheeconomy

76.8%—uruguay

79.8%—chile

95% confidence interval
(Design-effect Based)

57.4%—belize

59.9%—colombia

54.3%—costarica

70.5%—guyana

54.7%—jamaica

59.9%—nicaragua

56.4%—Panama

68.8%—suriname

64.0%—trinidad&tobago

40.2%—argentina

50.3%—bolivia

51.2%—brazil

49.6%—dominicanrePublic

47.3%—ecuador

49.6%—guatemala

52.3%—honduras

49.3%—mexico

37.0%—Paraguay

41.3%—Peru

the public
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 A 
third factor affecting attitudes toward free trade is 
political leaning, which reflects people’s predisposi-
tions as well as the type of information an individual 

receives and is likely to agree with. historically, but with 
some exceptions, left-wing parties and elites in the Americas 
have opposed free-market reforms, while right-wing parties 
and elites have been more accepting of the Washington 

consensus. the charts (below) present findings consistent 
with this trend. respondents’ opinions of free-trade 
agreements can be explained, at least to some degree, by 
their self-identified ideological leanings. While 51.7 percent 
of left-leaning individuals think free trade helps the economy, 
60.4 percent of right-leaning individuals think so.

 i
n his 2009 book, The Market and the Masses in Latin 
America, Andy baker of the university of colorado 
argued that assessments of the benefits of free trade are 

influenced by an individual’s capacity to participate in, and 
profit from, the free market as a consumer of freely traded, 
lower-priced goods. the expectation is that people who are 
in better positions as consumers will be more supportive 
of free trade, regardless of their skills sets or other factors. 
the chart (right) shows that as income increases so does 
the percentage of people with positive attitudes toward free-
trade agreements. the results are similar when a variable 
measuring ownership of consumer goods is substituted for 
income. While just 49 percent of those at the lowest income 
levels in the Americas believe that free-trade agreements 
help the economy, 63 percent of the people in the highest 
income ranking say that free-trade agreements are positive. 
As a point of comparison, data from pew surveys reflect the 
same tendency in the united states, where support ranges 
from 46 percent in the lowest income to 49 percent3 in the 
near to highest income level, although the shift in the u.s. is 
much smaller than it is hemisphere-wide. baker’s argument, 
then, receives strong support from these findings.

by income

political ideology

PercentageofPeoPlewhothink
freetradehelPstoimProvethe
economy,byincome

source: Americasbarometer  
by lApop, 2010  
(23 countries represented)

towhatextentdoyoubelievethatfree-trade
agreementshelPimProvetheeconomy?

source: 
Americasbarometer 
by lApop, 2010  
(23 countries 
represented)

 not at all   

 neutral

 a lot

51.7%

18.5%

29.8%

left

52.9%

26.1%

center

60.4%17.4%

22.3%

right

95% confidence interval
(Design-effect Based)

63.1%—HigH income

57.9%—medium-HigH income

55.8%—medium income

medium-low income 55.5%—

50.9%—low income

49.7%—no income
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 t
o further probe the findings 
linking income and ideology to 
opinions on free trade, lApop 

constructed and analyzed a multiple 
variable regression model. this table 
(right) presents the independent 
variables at the individual and 
country levels. to capture individuals’ 
economic circumstances, the following 
variables were included: future 
expectations of the national and 
personal economy, perceptions of the 
incumbent government’s economic 
performance, and household income. 
to capture the political side of the 
equation we included presidential 
approval, political ideology, political 
knowledge, and the interaction 
between political ideology and 
knowledge (to test whether more 
politically sophisticated individuals 
assign more substantive content to 
ideology). controls included age, 
education, sex, and urban/rural 
setting. the gini index was introduced 
to measure the effect of income 
inequality on countries’ mean level of 
support for free trade.4 

the rows depicted in the table are 
ordered according to the magnitude 
of these variables’ relationship to 
the dependent variable, support for 
free trade. perception of government 
economic performance is seen 
as having the strongest effect on 
public support for free trade. other 
indicators, of an individual’s potential 
to participate in the economy and 
profit as a consumer, are also positive 
and statistically significant. All 
else being equal, a more right-wing 
ideology is linked to greater support 

for free-trade agreements than a left-
wing ideology. moreover, the effect of 
political ideology on attitudes toward 
free trade is magnified at greater 
levels of political knowledge. 

Finally, the analysis suggests 
that macroeconomic conditions are 
related to mean levels of support for 
free-trade agreements. specifically, 
as inequality within countries 
increases, support for free-trade 
agreements decreases. 

confidence interval

determinantsofindividual
suPPortforfreetrade

standardcoefficient

Support For Free trade

0.268Perception of government  
economic Performance

 

Political Knowledge X ideology

Political ideology  

Presidential approval

 

income

Prospective assessment of  
Personal economy

Prospective assessment of  
national economy

education

 

0.0 source: Americasbarometer by lApop, 2010  
(23 countries represented)  n: 19,871
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age

female

urban

constant

–0.116 

The two most important 
variables affecting attitudes 
toward free trade were 
a positive assessment 
of the government’s 
economic performance 
(positive) and a country’s 
inequality (negative).

For source citAtions see: www.americasQuarterlY.org/laPoP
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