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Theoretical Framework

• Central question
• What is the effect of greater import competition on congressional voting behaviour

on legislation aimed at enhancing free trade?
• If there is an effect, how long does it persist?

• Hypothesis to be tested
• Members representing congressional districts with higher import penetration 

intensity will exhibit a lower propensity to vote for free trade agreements, controlling 
for legislator ideology and regional/demographic/economic characteristics of the 
district

• Caveats
• Internal validity: does not take into account legislator’s voting history, small sample 

size of roll calls 
• External validity: focus period is almost entirely under Republican presidency and 

Republican House majority – threat to generalizability



Data 

• Import penetration intensity - community zone (CZ) level
• Average change in Chinese import penetration in that CZ’s industries, weighted by the share 

of each industry in initial employment, from 2002 to 2010
• Derived from Acemoglu et al. (2016) and Autor et al. (2014, 2020)
• Instrumented with growth in Chinese imports to 8 other countries 

• House roll call votes 
• Rvoteview API (in R)
• Searched for free-trade agreements and filtered manually
• Code Yea=1, Nay=0, abstentions removed

• Controls
• Demographic composition: age, race, gender, education, foreign born
• Labor market composition: manufacturing share, female employment, routine occupations, 

offshorability index
• Data from Autor et al. (2020)
• Data at county x district cell level collapsed to districts using population shares



House roll call votes, FTAs

435 congressional districts (all other data are aggregated to congressional district level for analysis)



Import penetration intensity

3,772 county x district cells  3,108 counties  435 congressional districts

Summary statistics  (2002-2010)





Estimation and results: OLS



Estimation and results: probit



Policy Implications

• Even a small increase in Chinese import penetration (1bp) in a district 
was associated with a significant reduction in voting for FTAs in the 
house (10-15 pps) on average in the 108th and 109th Congresses; 
controlling for district characteristics and legislator ideology

• Effect persists to the 112th congress; but not to the 116th

• Negative effect is much stronger if incumbent representative is 
Republican (but from a much higher baseline)

• Consistent with Dorn & Autor (2020) findings that import penetration 
affects political outcomes and differentially by party

• Endogenous relationship between legislating for free trade and its 
effects on local labour markets  possible backlash



Thank you

• Next steps
• Explore whether import penetration has any effect on legislating 

for increased protection (as opposed to FTAs)
• Or, how it relates to voting on trade adjustment assistance
• Recalculate import penetration as a continuous variable and 

utilize panel estimation techniques to confirm findings
• Contact me

• ltk2118@columbia.edu
• Code and data: https://github.com/ltk2118/congress_trade

mailto:ltk2118@columbia.edu
https://github.com/ltk2118/congress_trade
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