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Introduction

There has been much attention devoted to analyzing the labor market impacts of exposure to import
competition. However, it is not clear whether exposure to import competition alters the voting behav-
ior of elected members of congress on trade-related legislation. This is an important policy question
pertaining to the endogeneity between political expression for or against free trade, and its economic
outcomes.

The central problem to be discussed in this brief is the following: What is the effect of greater import
competition on congressional voting behaviour on legislation aimed at enhancing free trade? Secondarily, if
there is any effect, it will be useful to understand how long it persists.

Since the literature and theory are not conclusive, the problem must be tested empirically. The empirical
method begins with a graphical exploration of the data. Following this, an ordinary least squares model
is estimated on aggregate voting behaviour with a full set of controls and robustness checks. Finally, a
series of probit regressions is conducted on individual roll call votes and related legislation.

I find evidence that higher levels of exposure to import competition in congressional districts leads
to a lower propensity to vote for free trade agreements for the members representing those districts, on
average. The effect is robust to a full set of controls when estimated with OLS and probit. I find evidence
of an effect that persists from the 108th to the 112th Congress but not beyond that. Further, there is
evidence of a partisan divide in the voting response, which is more strongly negative for Republicans.
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Literature Review

The seminal work of Autor, Dorn and Hanson (2013) found that rising import competition from China
during the period 1990-2007 causes increased unemployment, lower labor force participation, and re-
duced wages in local labor markets with import-competing manufacturing industries. Studying U.S.
Presidential elections, Margalit (2011) discovered that voters are more sensititive to job losses resulting
from foreign competition vis-a-vis other factors. Moreover, Kuk, Seligsohn and Zhang (2018) found
that congresspeople representing districts with higher import competition are more likely to support
legislation perceived to be hostile toward China. Tangentially, Baldwin and Magee (1999) found that
campaign contributions from labor groups resulted in lower congressional voting for free trade, while
contributions from business had the opposite effect.

Although the empirical methodology for studying import competition has been well developed, due in
no small part to ADH, none of the existing literature deals directly with the effect of rising import com-
petition on congressional votes for free trade (and FTAs in particular). This is the principal contribution
of this brief.

Theoretical Framework

I borrow from the literature studying effects of import competition, applying the relevant empirical
techniques to a new context (house roll call voting). I utilize the period 2000-2010 (the period immedi-
ately following China’s accession to the World Trade Organization) as it reflects a substantial increase
in import competition compared to the previous period. Initially the scope of the analysis is limited to
house votes on free trade agreements (FTAs), in order to generate a sufficient sample size of comparable
legislation that might reasonably proxy a legislator’s broader stance on trade openness.

I hypothesize that members representing congressional districts with higher import competition inten-
sity will exhibit a lower propensity to vote for free trade agreements, controlling for legislator ideology
and regional, demographic, and structural economic characteristics of the district.

There are several potential caveats to this framework. Since the sample of roll call votes is limited to
FTAs, which are heterogeneous and highly country-specific, this might not adequately capture legislator
attitudes toward trade openness more broadly (we might be picking up more idiosyncratic characteris-
tics of the FTAs themselves). In addition, the bulk of the legislation was passed during the 108th and
112th Congresses (both under a Republican House Majority), so the findings may not be generalizable
to other party compositions of the U.S. Government.

Data

I use the measure of trade exposure derived by Acemoglu et al. (2016) and Autor et al. (2014) at the
Commuting Zone (CZ) level. The measure of exposure (“import competition intensity”) is calculated
for every CZ as the 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. Import penetration is defined as the
growth in US imports from China over the span of the period, divided by initial absorption. Because
realized U.S. imports may be associated with demand-side factors, I use the import competition intensity
measure of Autor et al. (2016), who instrument U.S. import growth using contemporaneous growth in
imports to eight other developed countries. This helps isolate the causal effect of a purely supply-
driven import competition shock. Finally, since the data is heavily right skewed I employ a logarithmic
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transformation. The county-level spatial distribution of the logged, instrumented measure of import
competition intensity can be seen in Figure (1) below. Similar maps of manufacturing industry share
and offshorability can be found in Appendix 1.

Figure 1: Import Competition Intensity, 2000−2010
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For the roll call data I use the Rvoteview package in R. This is used to identify the relevant FTA leg-
islation and collect detailed information on both votes (date, type of vote, party vote behavior) and
individual legislators (names, districts, nominate scores). “Yea” votes represent votes for the free trade
agreements and are coded as 1, while “Nay” votes are coded as 0 and abstentions are dropped (for a full
list of the FTA votes please consult Appendix 2). Similarly, for party affiliation I recode Republicans to
1, Democrats to 0, and drop independents1.

A full set of covariates is added to control for demographic (age, race, sex, share foreign born, share with
some college education - all population proportions), regional (dummies corresponding to broad geo-
graphic regions of the U.S., e.g. Pacific, Mountain) and labor market characteristics (% of labor force in
routine tasks, % share in manufacturing, and a measure of occupation offshorability). Both the covariate
and import competition data are compiled at the county-district cell level, and are thus aggregated up
to the congressional district level by taking weighted sums (with weights based on cell shares of each
district’s total population). This is then joined with the cleaned roll call voting data. A basic descriptive
visualization of the two main variables is shown in Figure 2, with the Pearson correlation coefficient
in the top right box, scatter plot in the bottom left and histograms along the main diagonal. Further
descriptive analysis is available in Appendix 3.

Since I also want to test whether the effect of import competition (if any) persists after the 112th
Congress, the major congressional redistricting prior to the 113th congress must be taken into account.
For each district, I calculate new county-district cell population shares using the crosswalk files
available from David Dorn’s website and aggregate to the district level using the new weightings.

1Some independents, such as Bernie Sanders, are recoded as Democrat. In addition, districts for which the incumbent
changed party mid-way through a Congressional session are dropped in the aggregated OLS analysis, but re-added for the
probit analysis.
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Average vote, 108th−112th Congress
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Figure 2: Scatter matrix of vote and import competition intensity

The scatter plots in Figure 3 show the FTA voting patterns by party across the 108th, 109th, 110th and
112th Congresses (the 111th Congress is omitted as there were no FTA votes). There is a clear negative
relationship between import competition intensity and likelihood to vote for the FTA for both parties
(yea=1). Republicans are more likely to vote yea unconditionally throughout the period in question.
Figure 4 shows that in each congress, the average yea vote is lower for districts with high import com-
petition intensity vis-a-vis low import competition intensity districts. These observations motivate the
empirical analysis that follows.
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Figure 3: 108th−112th Congresses
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Estimation and Results

OLS

The first part of analysis uses OLS to estimate the following linear population regression function:

Yea votei = β0 + β1intensityi + β2dim1i + β3partyi + β4intensityi ∗ partyi + β5...NXi + ui

I use the legislator nominate score (dimension 1) to control for ideology, and control for party explic-
itly. I also allow for an interactive effect between intensity and party, as Dorn and Autor (2020) find
that political outcomes associated with trade shocks exhibit large variation by party affiliation. Finally, I
add covariates sequentially to control for regional, demographic and labor market characteristics of the
district. A Breusch-Pagan test revealed the presence of heteroskedasticity, so robust covariance matrix
estimators are used to calculate standard errors for all specifications. A Breusch-Godfrey test revealed
no evidence of serial correlation in the residuals. Some demographic covariates exhibited variance in-
flation factors of over 20, and were removed in order to increase the precision of the estimates. Results
for the OLS regressions are shown below for the 108th Congress with residual diagnostics available in
Appendix 10.

Table 1: Specifications for 108th Congress

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

log_d_imp −0.11∗∗∗ −0.12∗∗∗ −0.11∗∗∗ −0.13∗∗∗ −0.14∗∗∗ −0.10∗∗ −0.13∗∗∗ −0.13∗∗

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.04) (0.05)
Dim1_108th 0.63∗∗∗ 0.33∗∗∗ 0.33∗∗∗ 0.26∗∗ 0.36∗∗∗ 0.31∗∗∗ 0.26∗∗

(0.03) (0.11) (0.11) (0.12) (0.11) (0.12) (0.12)
Party (R) 0.27∗∗∗ 0.27∗∗∗ 0.33∗∗∗ 0.26∗∗∗ 0.28∗∗∗ 0.32∗∗∗

(0.09) (0.09) (0.09) (0.09) (0.09) (0.09)
log_d_imp x Party (R) 0.02 0.03 0.05 0.03 0.04

(0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05)

Regional Controls No No No No Yes No No Yes
Labor Market Controls No No No No No Yes No Yes
Demographic Controls No No No No No No Yes Yes
Adjusted R2 0.02 0.51 0.52 0.52 0.53 0.53 0.52 0.54
F Statistic 8.82∗∗∗ 217.67∗∗∗ 152.60∗∗∗ 114.28∗∗∗ 40.72∗∗∗ 67.96∗∗∗ 25.58∗∗∗ 17.55∗∗∗

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Notably, the the coefficient on import competition intensity (log_d_imp) is significant at the 5% level for
all specifications. The mangitude of the coefficient estimate is robust to inclusion of ideology, party and
all covariates, at around -0.13. This suggests that a 1% increase in import competition intensity (i.e. a 1
basis point increase in average Chinese import penetration over the period 2000-2010) is associated with
a 13 percentage point reduction in the likelihood to vote yea on FTA legislation in the 108th congress
(with full controls). Estimates for the average yea vote in the 108th, 109th and 112th congresses (i.e. those
congresses for which there were at least 3 FTA votes) can be found in Appendix 4. These show that
although there was no detectable effect in the 109th congress, the effect was significant in the 112th,
with a coefficient of similar magnitude to that of the 108th congress (an 11 percentage point reduction).

Probit

Since the dependent variable is binary in its disaggregated form (Yea=1 and Nay=0) it makes sense to
check the robustness of the OLS findings with a probit model. Probit is also useful in assessing the

5

https://economics.mit.edu/files/11499


impact of import competition intensity on individual bills, and congresses such as the 110th and 116th
for which there was only one FTA house vote. For all subsequent probit specifications, coefficients
represent estimated marginal effects calculated at the mean value of the independent variables. Probit
estimates for the US-Peru FTA (110th congress) and USMCA (116th) congress are shown in Appendix
5, though the estimates are not significant. This may reflect the import shock from 2000-2010 having
“worn off” by the 2019 USMCA vote (or could be due to the idiosyncracies of the UMSCA itself). In
any case, I find no evidence of heightened import competition intensity from 2000-2010 reflected in vote
behavior beyond the 112th congress (2011-2013), though this could simply be due to data sparsity.

Next, I turn back to the 108th congress and estimate probit models for each of the five FTAs that received
a house vote during that session (Dominican Republic, Singapore, Chile, Australia and Morocco)2. With-
out including any labor market controls, the probit estimates are all highly significant with marginal
effects similar in magnitude to the OLS estimates - a 1% increase in import competition intensity as-
sociated with a 10-16 percentage point reduction in yea vote likelihood at the mean (see Appendix 6).
However, when labor market controls are added (manufacturing share in district industries, share of
routine jobs and occupation offshorability) the effects are no longer significant (see Table 2, below).

Notably, the estimates on the individual labor market controls are mostly insignificant but including
them together removes the significance from the import competition intensity variable. However, the
coefficient on log_d_imp × party is significant and negative in three of the four specifications, and its
magnitude is consistent, with a marginal effect of -0.24 to -0.28 at the mean. Thus the probits find
evidence that higher import competition intensity combined with being Republican does significantly
reduce the likelihood of voting for FTAs. At the mean of the independent variables, a 1% increase in
import competition intensity reduces the likelihood of voting yea by around 25 percentage points if the
congressperson is a Republican3.

Table 2: Probits on 108th Congress with full labor market controls

Marginal effects at Mean
Singapore Chile Australia Morocco

log_d_imp −0.115 −0.138 −0.081 −0.091
(0.261) (0.266) (0.238) (0.280)

Dim1 0.243 0.398 0.292 0.279∗

(0.851) (0.882) (0.889) (0.831)
Party (R) 0.442∗∗ 0.345∗ 0.154 0.127

(0.537) (0.556) (0.626) (0.532)
% Manufacturing −0.425 −0.433 −0.576 −0.211

(2.405) (2.408) (2.381) (2.539)
% Routine Jobs −0.009 −0.012 −0.009 0.006

(0.073) (0.073) (0.075) (0.072)
Offshorability 0.095 0.075 0.349∗∗∗ 0.103

(0.413) (0.406) (0.409) (0.414)
log_d_imp x Party (R) −0.285∗∗ −0.242∗ 0.010 −0.246∗∗

(0.403) (0.391) (0.342) (0.489)

Labor Market Controls Yes Yes Yes Yes
Regional Controls Yes Yes Yes Yes
Demographic Controls Yes Yes Yes Yes

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

2The probit model for the Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA - Dominican Republic) did not converge and is
hence omitted from the results. A logistic regression specification also failed to converge.

3Intuitively, this makes sense because Republicans have a much higher “baseline” from which their yea vote can decrease -
see Figures 3 and 4.
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I repeat the same analysis for the individual FTA votes in the 112th congress4 with results presented
in Appendix 7. Interestingly, for the Colombia FTA there is significant and negative marginal effect
of import competition intensity (23 percentage points) for democrats (the offsetting significant positive
coefficient on log_d_imp × party cancels out the effect for Republicans). However, on the US-Korea KO-
RUS agreement the effect is significant and negative only for Republicans (21 percentage points). This
likely has to do with idiosyncrasies of the respective agreements and the target countries. Overall, the
findings are consistent with the hypothesis that rising import competition intensity reduces propensity
to vote for free trade agreements by an appreciable margin. However, the data for the 108th congress
is consistent, showing that increased import competition intensity had a significant negative effect in
reducing FTA yea votes by Republicans (who had control of the House, Senate and Presidency at the
time). Richer data and further study is necessary to disentangle how the effects differ by party in broader
contexts.

Finally, to broaden the scope of the analysis I use the same empirical strategy to analyze the effect of
import competition intensity on voting for trade adjustment assistance. I collect roll call data on two
bills - the Trade and Globalization Assistance Act of 2007 and the 2011 Extension of the Generalized
System of Preferences which also incorporated extensions of the Trade Adjustment Assistance program.
Results for the probit analysis on these bills is shown in Appendix 8. Although the coefficients are
significant they are of negligible magnitude. Thus, contrary to the findings on FTA vote behavior, I find
no evidence that increased levels of import competition result in higher than average house support for
trade adjustment assistance. This finding is somewhat surprising.

Conclusion and Policy Implications

In general I find reasonably strong evidence that, on average, higher import competition intensity re-
duces the likelihood of congressional voting for free trade agreements irrespective of legislator ideology.
This effect is robust to a full set of labor market, demographic and regional control variables. The OLS
estimates show that a 1% increase in import competition intensity reduces the likelihood of voting for
FTAs by 10 to 15 percentage points regardless of party. The probit estimates show that the marginal
effect at the mean of a 1% increase in import competition intensity is a reduction the likelihood of voting
for an FTA by 20 to 25 percentage points in the 108th congress, but only if the member is Republican (the
party-unconditional effect is not significant). Probits for the 112th congress show more mixed effects by
party but point to an overall reduction in FTA yea votes in higher import competition districts. Using
trade data from 2000-10 I find no evidence that the import competition effect persisted beyond the 112th
congress (2011-2013) but this may simply be due to data sparsity. Finally, I find no evidence that import
competition intensity affects house voting behavior on legislation related to trade adjustment assistance.

The findings have a number of important policy implications and raise a number of questions for further
research. Previous findings have shown that import competition increases unemployment and reduces
wages in exposed local labor markets - but the effects on congressional voting have not been studied
in detail. This brief shows that import competition also reduces members’ propensity to vote for FTA
legislation in the house. To the extent that FTAs proxy a broader array of trade legislation, the effect of
higher import competition is to induce members of congress to vote for reduced trade openness. The
finding is consistent with previous work that demonstrates the sensitivity of voters to foreign competi-
tion shocks, and suggests that members of congress are somewhat responsive to the constituency when
it comes to free-trade legislation in the house. More broadly, the results point to a clear endogenous rela-
tionship between legislating for trade openness, and its local labor market effects. Policymakers should

4In the 112th Congress, there was a Republican House majority but a Democrat president. This is different from the 108th
where Republicans controlled the House, Senate and Presidency.
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be cognizant of this relationship and design effective mitigation policies for those areas hardest hit.

A promising way forward may be to incorporate data on lobby groups and estimate an adapted pro-
tection for sale model of Grossman and Helpman (1994). The analysis should also be extended to more
types of trade-promoting (or trade-restricting) legislation and include senate voting behavior. It would
also be useful to recalculate the import competition intensity data for a period extending beyond 2010,
to increase the generalizability of the findings to a contemporary context. To the extent that import
competition intensity can be calculated at different intervals, panel estimation techniques can also be
used.
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Appendices

Appendix 1
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Appendix 2

Table 3: House FTA Votes, 108th - 116th Congresses

Congress Date Yeas Nays Description Result

108 2003-07-23 231 198 CENTRAL AMERICA FREE TRADE AGREEMENT Passed
108 2003-07-24 273 155 FREE TRADE WITH SINGAPORE Passed
108 2003-07-24 271 156 FREE TRADE WITH CHILE Passed
108 2004-07-14 315 109 FREE TRADE WITH AUSTRALIA Passed
108 2004-07-22 324 99 FREE TRADE WITH MOROCCO Passed
109 2005-07-28 218 215 FREE TRADE WITH CENTRAL AMERICA Passed
109 2005-12-07 328 95 FREE TRADE WITH BRITAIN Passed
109 2006-07-20 222 205 FREE TRADE WITH OMAN Passed
110 2007-11-08 286 132 FREE TRADE WITH PERU Passed
112 2011-10-12 263 167 FREE TRADE WITH COLOMBIA Passed
112 2011-10-12 301 129 FREE TRADE WITH PANAMA Passed
112 2011-10-12 279 151 FREE TRADE WITH SOUTH KOREA Passed
116 2019-12-19 385 41 UNITED STATES-MEXICO-CANADA AGREEMENT Passed

Appendix 3

• Scatterplot matrix of raw votes, ideology (dim1) and import competition intensity, 108th to 112th
congress
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• Scatterplot matrix of raw votes, ideology (dim1) and import competition intensity, 108th congress
only
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Appendix 4

Table 4: Outcomes across the 108th, 109th and 112th Congresses

Dependent variable:
108th 109th 112th

(1) (2) (3)

log_d_imp −0.13∗∗∗ −0.04 −0.11∗∗

(0.05) (0.04) (0.05)
Dim1 0.26∗∗ 0.31∗∗∗ 0.48∗∗∗

(0.11) (0.10) (0.11)
Party (R) 0.32∗∗∗ 0.40∗∗∗ 0.26∗∗∗

(0.08) (0.08) (0.09)
log_d_imp x Party (R) 0.04 0.001 0.09

(0.05) (0.05) (0.06)

Regional Controls Yes Yes Yes
Labor Market Controls Yes Yes Yes
Demographic Controls Yes Yes Yes
Adjusted R2 0.54 0.66 0.63
F Statistic 17.55∗∗∗ 28.87∗∗∗ 24.96∗∗∗

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Appendix 5

Table 5: Probits for FTA bills in 110th and 116th Congress

Marginal effects at Mean
Peru USMCA

log_d_imp −0.043 0.001
(0.259) (0.368)

Dim1 0.687∗∗ 0.008
(0.903) (1.233)

Party (R) −0.041 −0.002
(0.590) (0.751)

log_d_imp x Party (R) −0.032 0.001
(0.366) (1.007)

Regional Controls Yes Yes
Labor Market Controls Yes Yes
Demographic Controls Yes Yes

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Appendix 6

Table 6: Probits for individual FTA bills in 108th Congress

Marginal effects at Mean
Singapore Chile Australia Morocco

log_d_imp −0.132∗ −0.157∗∗ −0.094∗ −0.089∗∗

(0.233) (0.233) (0.215) (0.224)
Dim1 0.237 0.386 0.332 0.295∗

(0.831) (0.862) (0.855) (0.831)
Party (R) 0.440∗∗ 0.346∗ 0.118 0.121

(0.531) (0.550) (0.613) (0.533)
log_d_imp x Party (R) −0.303∗∗ −0.262∗∗ 0.032 −0.253∗∗

(0.392) (0.381) (0.328) (0.499)

Labor Market Controls No No No No
Regional Controls Yes Yes Yes Yes
Demographic Controls Yes Yes Yes Yes

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Appendix 7

Table 7: Probits on 112th Congress with full labor market controls

Marginal effects at Mean
Colombia Panama Korea

log_d_imp −0.231∗∗ −0.085 −0.048
(0.300) (0.269) (0.292)

Dim1 1.559∗∗∗ 0.820∗∗∗ 0.659∗∗

(1.651) (1.140) (0.878)
Party (R) −0.167 −0.068 0.141

(1.012) (0.834) (0.612)
% Manufacturing 0.124 0.027 −1.195

(3.396) (3.133) (2.674)
% Routine Jobs −0.087∗∗ −0.034∗ −0.031

(0.120) (0.097) (0.084)
Offshorability 0.305∗∗ 0.096 −0.096

(0.518) (0.531) (0.481)
log_d_imp x Party (R) 0.258∗∗ 0.059 −0.212∗

(0.430) (0.412) (0.372)

Labor Market Controls Yes Yes Yes
Regional Controls Yes Yes Yes
Demographic Controls Yes Yes Yes

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Appendix 8

Table 8: Probits on other relevant legislation

Marginal effects at Mean
TGAA Extend GSP TGAA Extend GSP

log_d_imp −0.001 −0.0002∗∗ −0.001 −0.0002∗∗

(0.81) (1.39) (1.18) (1.53)
Dim1 −0.01∗∗∗ −0.0004∗∗∗ −0.003∗∗∗ −0.0004∗∗∗

(1.35) (1.00) (1.74) (1.05)
Party (R) −0.63∗∗∗ −0.01∗∗∗ −0.43∗∗∗ −0.01∗∗∗

(1.48) (1.03) (2.11) (1.10)
% Manufacturing 0.01∗∗ 0.0000

(4.41) (3.64)
% Routine Jobs 0.0002 0.0000

(0.19) (0.13)
Offshorability −0.001∗ −0.0000

(1.02) (0.73)
log_d_imp x Party (R) 0.002∗ 0.0002∗ 0.0005 0.0001∗

(0.98) (1.34) (1.26) (1.38)

Labor Market Controls No No Yes Yes
Regional Controls Yes Yes Yes Yes
Demographic Controls Yes Yes Yes Yes

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Appendix 9

• Scatterplot matrix showing correlation in voting patters for FTA votes in the 108th congress

Singapore

0.
0

0.
4

0.
8

0.0 0.4 0.8

0.
0

0.
4

0.
8

0.0 0.4 0.8

0.94

Chile

0.55

0.53

Australia

0.0 0.4 0.8

0.0 0.4 0.8

0.
0

0.
4

0.
8

0.62

0.62

0.
0

0.
4

0.
8

0.64

Morocco

14



Appendix 10

• Residual diagnostics for OLS specifications

lmtest::bptest(model8)

##

## studentized Breusch-Pagan test

##

## data: model8

## BP = 75.762, df = 30, p-value = 7.888e-06

lmtest::bgtest(model8)

##

## Breusch-Godfrey test for serial correlation of order up to 1

##

## data: model8

## LM test = 0.92119, df = 1, p-value = 0.3372
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