
Party Politics and International Trade: Mainstream Parties,
Niche Parties, and Trade Openness1

Isa Camyar

University of Pennsylvania

How does party politics influence trade outcomes? Previous studies offer a limited understanding of the role
of political parties in trade policymaking due to their restrictive assumptions that downplay the distinct organi-
zational identity of political parties and the competitive logic of their interactions. This paper develops a theo-
retical argument that emphasizes the competitive forces of party politics as a key determinant of party
preference for trade and hence of trade outcomes. This theoretical argument is illustrated and tested in analy-
sis of the trade implications of strategic interactions between mainstream parties and niche parties. The empir-
ical analyses confirm that party strategic factors need to be assigned a substantial analytical weight in
explaining trade outcomes.

One of the least understood subjects in the political
economy of international trade is the impact of party
politics on trade outcomes. This is intriguing given
the vastness of scholarly works on political parties in
trade policymaking. Abundant research has explored
into the trade implications of the programmatic ori-
entations and organizational characteristics of politi-
cal parties, and the structural properties of party
systems (Irwin 1994; Haggard and Kaufman 1995;
Epstein and O’Halloran 1996; McGillivray 1997;
Milner and Judkins 2004; O’Reilly 2005). However,
since studies theorize political parties as intermediary
mechanisms that link primary causal forces, like
social structural and institutional factors, to trade
policy outcomes, we know little about the independent
impact of the most active participants in trade policy-
making and their competitive interactions on trade
outcomes. I claim that the limited attention to party
competition in trade policy is due to two assump-
tions commonly shared in the literature that under-
emphasize the distinct organizational identity of
political parties and the competitive logic of their
interactions.

First, studies share the assumption of preference
exogeneity. That is, they assume that party preference
for trade is exogenous to party politics in that it is
assumed to be a mere reflection of social preferences
for trade as defined in the broader social setting. In
that, studies take the insights of the demand-side
models of trade policy as their starting point.

According to the classical Heckscher-Ohlin and
Ricardo-Viner demand-side models, and various
modifications to these models, the distribution of
preferences for trade in the society is the primary
causal force in the determination of a country’s
trade policy. Social groups’ trade preferences are
shaped by either the relative abundance or scarcity
of economic factors that they own and use (Rogow-
ski 1989) or the international competitiveness of
industries where they are employed (Frieden 1988)
or their subscription to economic ideas (Goldstein
1989). For example, groups are assumed to tilt
toward free trade if they own abundant factors or if
they are employed in an export-oriented industry or
if they subscribe to economic ideas that favor free
market. Then, social preferences are organized
through trade coalitions defined either along class
lines in case of a high interindustry factor mobility
or along sector lines in case of a low interindustry
factor mobility or epistemic communities in case of
potent economic ideas (Goldstein 1993; Brawley
1997; Hiscox 2002).

Building on the insights of the demand-side mod-
els, studies treat political parties as passive registers
of the policy preferences of trade coalitions. In his
seminal work, Rogowski (1989) suggests that the
configuration of protectionist and pro-trade prefer-
ences in a country is usually reflected in party prefer-
ences on trade. The same idea resonates in other
studies (Irwin 1994; Epstein and O’Halloran 1996;
Milner and Judkins 2004). Although studies also
notice that parties’ representation of social prefer-
ences is conditioned by institutional factors (Hag-
gard and Kaufman 1995; O’Reilly 2005; Hankla
2006), protectionist and free trade preferences that
embody in the programmatic orientations of parties
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are assumed to be already defined in the broader
social setting. Hence, political parties in trade policy-
making are conceived as intermediary mechanisms
that translate these social preferences into trade pol-
icy outcomes.

Second, prior research shares the assumption of
constituency representation. Grounded in the socio-
logical approaches to political parties (Lipset and
Rokkan 1967), studies assume that party mobiliza-
tion in trade policymaking is essentially geared
toward satisfying specific constituencies. This pre-
sumably constitutes the organizational logic of par-
ties’ trade-related behaviors. For example, numerous
studies portray left-wing and right-wing parties in
trade policymaking as representatives of labor and
capital, respectively (Irwin 1994; Milner and Judkins
2004). Indeed, the relevance of political parties is
considered to be strongly contingent on their struc-
tural ties to relatively coherent constituencies with
distinct preferences for trade. For example, Hiscox
(2002:36) claims that political parties are relevant to
trade policymaking only to the extent that the preva-
lent trade coalitions are aligned along class lines. In
case of sectoral coalitions, parties are expected to
face competing pressures from their own constituen-
cies that further limit their ability to effectively act in
trade policymaking.

The assumptions of preference exogeneity and
constituency representation leave scholarship analyti-
cally ill-equipped to answer the following questions:
Is the party impact on trade outcomes confined to
parties’ intermediating role or do parties have an
independent impact of their own? To what extent
and in what ways do the instrumental considerations
and strategic interactions of political parties interfere
in their positioning on trade? And, most impor-
tantly, to what extent do the competitive forces of
party politics shape trade outcomes?

These questions can be answered if the insights of
the rational choice tradition on political parties are
fully incorporated into the debate. Research in this
tradition has shown that political parties are pur-
poseful actors with a distinct organizational identity
that is irreducible to a mere impact of social struc-
tural and institutional factors (Downs 1957; Strom
1990). The behavioral imperatives of this identity are
captured in the logic of party competition. Accord-
ing to this logic, the chief objective of party mobili-
zation is to maximize parties’ relative strategic
advantage by shaping their own and their rivals’ rela-
tive electoral appeal to the mass public. Parties do so
by their issue positioning relative to the median
voter (Downs 1957), their relative issue emphasis
(Rabinowitz and MacDonald 1989), and their manip-
ulation of the ownership and salience of policy issues
(Budge and Farlie 1983; Petrocik 1996; Meguid
2005, 2008).

If maximizing relative strategic advantage is the
overarching strategic goal driving party mobilization,
parties’ trade behaviors can be treated, in part, as a
function of parties’ strategic moves toward their riv-
als in their competitive environment. In other words,

political parties formulate their preference for trade
and, accordingly, take policy actions with a view to
maximizing the relative size of their electoral bases.
This further suggests that party preference for trade
is endogenous to the competitive pulls and pushes
of party politics.

Once they form their preference for trade as part
of their strategic moves, political parties can be
expected to shape trade policy accordingly. As the
most active participants in trade policymaking, politi-
cal parties command a large stock of governmental
and legislative resources. Prior research shows that
parties act in accordance with their preference in
the policy process (Budge and Hofferbert 1990). A
parallel finding has been reported in the analysis of
parties’ trade behavior. Analysts have detected a high
degree of congruence between parties’ declared
preferences and their behaviors in trade policymak-
ing (Dutt and Mitra 2002).

The preceding general argument is further elabo-
rated and tested in the analysis of the trade conse-
quences of one of the most important events in
competitive party politics across countries in recent
decades: the rise of niche parties.

Niche Parties, Mainstream Parties, and Trade
Openness

Recent decades have witnessed the rise of niche par-
ties in both developed and developing countries
(Burklin 1985; Betz 1994; Kitschelt 1995; Golder
2003). These parties are defined by their rejection of
the traditional class–based orientation of politics,
their focus on policy issues that cut across the exist-
ing lines of political alignments, and their limited
issue appeals (Meguid 2005:347–348). There are two
generic types of niche parties with distinct program-
matic focuses: Greens and Radical right parties.
Greens are defined by their advocacy of environmen-
tal protection, egalitarianism, international peace,
women’s right, and participatory democracy (Kit-
schelt 1988). Radical right parties, on the other
hand, are characterized by their opposition to immi-
gration, social equality, and environmental protec-
tion, and their defense of law and order, and the
national way of life (Ignazi 1992; Karapin 1998).
While these parties are not generally known as trade-
centric, their issue concerns inextricably tie them to
debates over international market integration and
make them similarly wary of international trade as a
central aspect of this integration.

Green parties’ wariness about the contemporary
form of international market integration is rooted in
their essentially anti-market, anti-growth, and anti-
materialist stance, which constitutes the core of their
programmatic identity. These parties share a strong
aversion to the marketplace as a realm of instrumen-
tal actions, where the pursuit of material goals is
conceived as leading to the degradation of natural
environment, and the decline of non-material values
like social solidarity and equality (Kitschelt 1988).
Greens are opposed to the notion that economic
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growth takes precedence over other social and envi-
ronmental concerns, and question the desirability of
increased affluence (Kitschelt 1988; Muller-Rommel
1989). These parties adopt an expanded notion of
exploitation going beyond relations of production to
include relations with physical nature, gender rela-
tions, and relations among individuals within the
society (Kaelberer 1993). Although these parties
tend to be internationalist in their worldview, they
highlight problems in the contemporary inter-
national market integration.

Like Greens, Radical right parties tend to be skep-
tical of the contemporary international market
integration, though for different reasons. For these
parties, the contemporary international market inte-
gration generates cultural, economic, and political
insecurity at the national level (Swank and Betz
2003). Cultural insecurity is rooted in the perceived
threat that processes, like immigration, associated
with the contemporary international market integra-
tion pose to the distinct national identity and the
traditional way of life (Merkl and Weinberg 1993).
Economic insecurity is generated by immigration
and unemployment due to the increasing interna-
tional mobility of labor and capital (Hainsworth
1992; Betz 1994). International market integration is
also believed to be leading to the erosion of national
sovereignty and undermining national economic
autonomy, which further leads to political insecurity
(Marks, Wilson, and Ray 2002). Prior research
reports that these parties get an overwhelming sup-
port from those sections of the society which experi-
ence economic, cultural, and political insecurity of
various forms related to international market inte-
gration (Ignazi 1992; Kitschelt 1995; Williams 2006).

The general reservations of both Greens and Radi-
cal right parties about the contemporary inter-
national market integration are likely to dilute their
support for its central aspect: free trade. Given the
high environmental, health, safety, and labor stan-
dards that Greens strongly favor, these parties can
be expected to push for trade restrictions, particu-
larly non-tariff barriers like regulations, to enforce
those standards in international trade. Given the
high alertness of Radical right parties to the actually
or potentially adverse economic and cultural conse-
quences of international trade, these parties can be
expected to favor trade restrictions, both tariffs and
non-tariff barriers like subsidies, which are designed
to protect national industries, domestic workers, and
traditional culture. Indeed, studies have furnished
evidence that supports these expectations (Merkl
and Weinberg 1993; Swank and Betz 2003; Hankla
2006).

What happens to the trade policies of countries,
when niche parties with their skeptical stance toward
the contemporary international market integration
pose a competitive threat to mainstream parties?
Research on niche parties suggests that an increase
in the relevance of these parties prompts main-
stream parties to adopt various strategies to respond
to them (Harmel and Robertson 1985; Harmel and

Svasand 1997; Meguid 2005). Relying on a modified
spatial model of party competition, which was later
rephrased as the Position, Salience, and Ownership
Theory of party competition (Meguid 2008), Meguid
shows that there are three chief strategies for main-
stream parties: dismissive, accommodative, and
adversarial strategies. The key process in a main-
stream party’s selection of an appropriate strategic
move is its assessment of how big of a threat niche
parties pose to its own and its main opponents’ sup-
port bases. Mainstream party strategies toward niche
parties are essentially aimed at altering the salience
and ownership of the issue dimensions raised by
these parties.

The first strategy, the dismissive strategy, involves a
deliberate inaction on the issue dimensions raised by
niche parties. A mainstream party can have an incen-
tive to pursue this strategy when it conceives niche
parties as a threat to its own support base. With this
strategy, the mainstream party attempts to reduce
the salience of the issue dimensions raised by niche
parties and lower the likelihood of its supporters’
flight to niche parties.

The second competition strategy for mainstream
parties is the accommodative strategy. With this strategy,
mainstream parties choose to compete on the issue
dimensions raised by niche parties and take a proximal
approach to them. A mainstream party tries to alter
issue ownership and comes to, at least, share the own-
ership of those issues with niche parties. Hence, the
mainstream party aims to weaken the advantage of
niche parties due to their exclusive ownership of the
issue dimensions, and to discourage the flight of its
supporters to these parties.

The third strategy for mainstream parties is the
adversarial strategy, which entails competing on the
issue dimensions raised by niche parties and taking a
non-proximal stance on those dimensions. A main-
stream party could employ this strategy, especially,
when it sees niche parties as a more imminent threat
to its mainstream opponents than to itself. By
employing the adversarial strategy, the mainstream
party relatively less threatened by niche parties can
increase the electoral appeal of niche parties and
encourage the flight of its mainstream party oppo-
nents’ supporters to niche parties.

It is conceivable that these strategic moves by
mainstream parties toward trade-skeptic niche parties
have trade consequences. Especially important are
the accommodative and adversarial strategies. While
the trade consequences of these strategies are clear-
cut in that they entail convergence and divergence
toward niche parties respectively, the trade impact of
the dismissive strategy is more ambiguous. That is
because mainstream parties that adopt the dismissive
strategy are expected to behave according to their
predisposed preference for trade. However, since the
theoretical argument presented here does not neces-
sarily presume a specific predisposition for any main-
stream parties, it is not unequivocal as to how the
dismissive strategy influences mainstream party
stance on trade. That is why the focus is on the trade
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consequences of the accommodative and adversarial
strategies in the rest of the analysis. There are two
steps in the causal story here.

The first step is intermediary in nature. Since the
theoretical argument emphasizes the formation of
mainstream party preference for trade as part of their
strategic moves as the key causal process, it is incum-
bent to offer systematic evidence for the validity of
this process. It is possible to formulate three hypothe-
ses about mainstream party preference for trade.

Preference Hypothesis (1): As the overall electoral sal-
ience of trade-skeptic niche parties increases, the level of
mainstream party support for trade declines in general.

Preference Hypothesis (2): As the strategic response of
a mainstream party toward niche parties grows more accom-
modative, its support for free trade becomes weaker.

Preference Hypothesis (3): As the strategic response of
a mainstream party toward niche parties grows more adver-
sarial, their support for free trade becomes stronger.

The next step is to address the principal question
of whether party strategies shape trade openness.
This step ties the general pattern of strategic
responses of mainstream parties toward niche parties
to the trade openness of countries. A focus on main-
stream parties makes it even more plausible to
expect the trade consequence of party strategic
moves due to these parties’ disproportional control
of governmental and legislative resources either in
government or in opposition. It is possible to derive,
at least, two hypotheses about the general trade
implications of mainstream party strategic moves
toward trade-skeptic niche parties.

Outcome Hypothesis (1): As the general pattern of
mainstream parties’ strategic move toward niche parties
grows more accommodative, trade openness decreases.

Outcome Hypothesis (2): As the general pattern of
mainstream parties’ strategic move toward niche parties
grows more adversarial, trade openness increases.

Variables and Data

The preference and outcome hypotheses are
assessed by a set of analyses that first model individ-
ual mainstream parties’ positioning on trade and
then examine the trade consequences of the general
patterns of strategic moves by mainstream parties
toward niche parties.

Dependent Variables

The dependent variable in the first set of analyses,
Free Trade, is the preference of selected mainstream

center-left and center-right parties for free trade. For
the purpose of consistency with previous work, the
mainstream parties included here, as presented in
the online Appendix, are the exact ones in Meguid’s
works (Meguid 2005, 2008). Based on the insights of
research on political parties (Castles and Mair 1984;
Laver and Hunt 1992), Meguid categorizes main-
stream center-left and center-right parties using the
10-point scale with ‘‘0’’ referring to the extreme left
and ‘‘10’’ referring to the extreme right. The main-
stream center-left party is the biggest party within
the range of 1.25–3.75; the mainstream center-right
party is the biggest party within the range of 6.25–
8.25 (the bigness defined in terms of the average
percentage of votes over time since 1945).

The data for Free Trade are drawn from the Com-
parative Manifesto Project (CMP) (Budge, Klinge-
mann, Volkens, Bara, and Tannenbaum 2001).
Following prior research (Milner and Judkins 2004),
I constructed the party score for Free Trade by sub-
tracting the total number of statements made in
favor of free trade and free markets from the total
number of positive references to the need for gov-
ernment intervention in the economy and protec-
tionism. The specific instruments employed are
presented in the online Appendix.

The dependent variable in the second set of analy-
ses is Trade Openness, operationalized as the volume
of trade flows between a given country and the rest
of the world. It is measured with export plus import
as a percentage of GDP at a constant price. There
are, at least, two advantages of this measure. First,
studies show that the volume of trade flow is a good
summary measure for the cumulative effect of non-
tariff as well as tariff barriers on trade flow (Leamer
1988). Second, the volume of trade flow is the most
commonly used and easily accessible measure of
trade openness.

Independent Variables—Mainstream Party Preference for
Free Trade

The key independent variables in probing main-
stream party preference for free trade are the overall
electoral salience of niche parties, and accommoda-
tive and adversarial strategies adopted by mainstream
parties toward these parties. Niche Party Salience is
measured with the percentage of votes that Greens
and Radical right parties got in the previous national
election.

In measuring the party strategies, the measure-
ment scheme devised by Meguid (2005, 2008) is
applied. Using the data from the CMP, Meguid iden-
tified six adversarial and six accommodative issue
dimensions. If a mainstream party takes a position
on an adversarial (or accommodative) issue dimen-
sion (its score > 0), it is assumed to be adopting an
adversarial (or accommodative) strategy. A dummy
variable is created for each mainstream party strategy
on each issue dimension (‘‘1’’ = if a given strategy
is adopted and ‘‘0’’ = otherwise). This procedure
yielded relative frequencies of the adoption of the
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accommodative and adversarial strategies by individ-
ual mainstream parties across the issue dimensions
in a given time. The result is continuous measures
of mainstream party strategies, which are appropri-
ate given the varying degrees of policy inconsistency
across the specified issue dimensions, hesitation, and
delays that can mark the adoption of these strategies
by mainstream parties (Meguid 2005:351). A higher
score indicates a greater intensity in the adoption of
a strategy.

Since the preference hypotheses are essentially
about the trade consequences of changes in the
competitive forces of party politics, the analysis
includes the nominal changes in the values of the
key independent variables (DNiche Party Salience,
DAccommodative, and DAdversarial Strategy).

Along with the key independent variables, three
control variables are used. The leading predictor of
party preference for free trade in most studies is
DIdeology. Prior research suggests that party position-
ing on trade is largely shaped by parties’ overall
ideological or partisan positions, which in turn
reflect the preferences of social cleavages (Irwin
1994; Epstein and O’Halloran 1996; Milner and Jud-
kins 2004). This variable is measured with the CMP’s
summary statistic of left-right, ranging from )100
(extreme left) to 100 (extreme right). Another con-
trol variable is DMedian Voter, the median voter’s
approval of market economy. This variable taps the
protectionist pressure from the median voter that
mainstream parties are expected to be most respon-
sive. Additionally, Lag, the lagged value of the
dependent variable, is included.

Independent Variables—Trade Openness

The main independent variables in the models pre-
dicting Trade Openness are the general pattern of
mainstream party strategic responses to niche parties
(DAccommodative and DAdversarial), operationalized
and measured in the same way as in the preference
models with the difference being that the strategy
scores of individual mainstream parties in a country
are summed in order to tap the prevalence of spe-
cific strategic responses toward niche parties in that
country.

The explanatory power of the party strategy vari-
ables is evaluated against a series of alternative
hypotheses. Population controls for the size of a
country (Katzenstein 1985); GDP Per Capita (in con-
stant terms), and DGDP tap the level and pace of
economic development; Exchange Rate controls for a
country’s competitiveness through currency appreci-
ation and depreciation; Unemployment controls for
societal demand for protectionism (Lohmann and
O’Halloran 1994); and Capital ⁄ Labor Ratio captures a
country’s factor endowment.

Furthermore, various institutional variables that
structure trade coalitions’ access to trade policymak-
ing are included. Disproportionality controls for the
impact of electoral systems (Rogowski and Kayser
2002); Federal captures the trade consequence of the

territorial distribution of political authority (Milner
and Judkins 2004); and Parliamentary controls for the
impact of executive–legislative relations (Lohmann
and O’Halloran 1994; O’Reilly 2005; Hankla 2006);
Minwin controls for whether a government is a
minimum winning or oversized type; and Corporatism
taps the impact of interest representation systems
(Katzenstein 1985). Additionally, EU Membership cap-
tures the impact of membership in the European
Union (EU).

The descriptions of and data for all the dependent
and independent variables in both sets of analyses
are presented in the online Appendix.

Probing Mainstream Party Preference for Free
Trade

First, mainstream party positioning on trade is mod-
eled to test the empirical validity of the key causal
process: the formation of party preference as part of
strategic moves. The analysis in this part covers 34
mainstream parties in 17 Western European coun-
tries (listed in the online Appendix) at the total of
139 election points from 1970 to 1996. Since the
data occur at the individual party and country levels,
there is likely to be some clustering in the current
data (individual parties are exposed to the same
national context). The proper modeling technique
with this kind of data is the multilevel modeling
(Steenbergen and Jones 2002).

In Model 1, the variance component corresponding
to the random intercept is 3.12. That this estimate is
much larger than its standard error indicates that
there is a significant variation in country means. The
two variance components can be used to decompose
the variance across the levels. The interclass correla-
tion coefficient at the country level is equal to
3.12 ⁄ (3.12 + 0.209 + 19.19) = 0.14, meaning that
roughly 14% of the variance is attributable to vari-
ables at the country level. Given that the party level
and country level add to 1, about 86% of the vari-
ance in party support for Free Trade is attributable to
variables at the party level. This is not surprising,
given that the dependent variable is measured with
the party-level data.

Model 2 in Table 1 tests the impact of a general
increase in niche party salience on mainstream party
positioning on trade. As predicted by the Preference
Hypothesis 1, an increase in the overall electoral sal-
ience of trade-skeptic niche parties in a country has
a generally depressing effect on mainstream party
support for free trade. The results for the party strat-
egy variables as illustrated in Model 3 in Table 1 are
as expected. Consistent with the Preference Hypoth-
esis 2, the coefficient for DAccommodative is negative
and distinguishable from a null effect. As the strate-
gic response by an individual mainstream party
changes in a more accommodative direction, their
support for trade weakens. The results also confirm
the Preference Hypothesis 3. As the strategic
response of mainstream parties toward niche parties
changes in a more adversarial direction, their
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support for free trade strengthens. Overall, these
results confirm the presumed connection between
party strategic moves and party preference for free
trade in the current sample and hence corroborate
the key causal process underlying the next set of
analyses.

Probing Trade Openness

The next step is to probe whether the general pat-
tern of strategic responses by mainstream parties
toward trade-skeptic niche parties in a country influ-
ences the country’s trade openness. The analyses in
this part examine the trade openness of 17 Western
European countries from 1970 to 1996. Since the
data are generated through the pooling procedures,
the ordinary least square with panel-corrected stan-
dard error (OLS-PCSE) is used (Beck and Katz
1995). The regression models take the following
basic form:

TradeOpenness ¼ a þ ø TradeOpennessit�1

þ bX Xit þ bPS PartyStrategyit þ eit ;

where a, ø, bX, and bPS are parameters to be esti-
mated, Xit is a vector of socioeconomic and institu-
tional variables, PartyStrategyit is a vector of different
strategic responses of mainstream parties toward
niche parties, and e is a random disturbance, for
i = 1,…, N countries, and t = 1,…, T years. The mod-
els are autoregressive, including the prior values of
the dependent variable as part of the dynamics of
the equation. Additionally, logarithmic transforma-
tions are applied to Population, GDP Per Capita,
DGDP, Exchange Rate, and Capital ⁄ Labor Ratio. The

slope estimates for these variables should therefore
be interpreted as percentage changes in the depen-
dent variable with a 1 percent change in the inde-
pendent variable.

Model 4 in Table 2 predicts Trade Openness as a
function of the party strategic variables. The coeffi-
cients for DAccommodative and DAdversarial are appro-
priately signed and statistically significant. Consistent
with the Outcome Hypothesis 1, as the general pat-
tern of mainstream party strategic responses toward
niche parties changes in a more accommodative
direction, trade openness significantly declines. Also,
confirming the Outcome Hypothesis 2, the results
show that as the general pattern of mainstream party
strategic responses toward niche parties changes in a
more adversarial direction, trade openness increases.
The estimated impacts of DAccommodative and
DAdversarial on trade openness are significant sub-
stantively as well as statistically. The estimated effect
of an increase in DAccommodative by one standard
deviation (0.84) is to reduce trade openness of
()2.15)*(0.84) � 1.80% of GDP. The coefficient for
DAdversarial indicates that an increase in DAdversarial
by one standard deviation (0.71) leads to an increase
in trade openness of �0.95% of GDP.

The control variables generally perform in consis-
tence with the results of prior research. The signifi-
cant results for Population and Corporatism confirm
Katzenstein’s claim that corporatism and country size
are significantly correlated with trade openness
(Katzenstein 1985). That the coefficients for GDP Per
Capita and DGDP are positive and significant sup-
ports that the level and pace of economic develop-
ment are important correlates of trade openness,
consistent with the findings of previous research
(Hankla 2006). The result for Unemployment confirms
that social structural pressure for protectionism

TABLE 1. Random Intercept Regression: Mainstream Party
Preference for Trade

Independent
Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Country Level
DMedian Voter – )0.18

(0.17)
0.22***
(0.05)

DNiche Party
Salience

– )0.48**
(0.21)

–

Party Level
DIdeology – 0.08**

(0.03)
0.03***
(0.01)

Lag 1.00***
(0.07)

)0.13***
(0.02)

DAccommodative – – )0.42***
(0.10)

DAdversarial – – 0.40***
(0.12)

Variance Components
Country 3.12**

(1.23)
2.67

(1.07)
2.95

(1.12)
Residual 19.19***

(0.92)
18.85***

(0.90)
11.81
(0.57)

(Notes. Entries are maximum restricted likelihood unstandardized coeffi-
cients; standard errors in parentheses; intercepts estimated but not repor-
ted; *p < .1; **p < .05; ***p < .01.)

TABLE 2. Ordinary Least Squares with Panel-Corrected Standard
Errors: Trade Openness

Independent Variables Model 4

Trade Opennesst ) 1 0.52 (0.04)***
ln(Population) )14.94 (1.11)***
ln(GDP Per Capita) 0.56 (0.20)***
ln(DGDP) 0.00 (0.00)**
ln(Exchange Rate) 1.12 (0.28)***
Capital ⁄ Labor Ratio 0.15 (0.08)*
Unemployment )0.01 (0.00)*
Disproportionality 0.95 (0.17)***
Federal 3.01 (0.81)***
Parliamentary 4.60 (1.34)***
MinWin 3.68 (1.30)***
Corporatism 0.29 (0.02)***
EU Membership 19.76 (1.57)***
DAccommodative )2.15 (0.55)***
DAdversarial 1.35 (0.56)**
Observations 390
R2 0.90
Wald Chi2 11319.68

(Note. Panel-Corrected standard errors are in parentheses; intercepts esti-
mated but not reported; **p < .05; *p < .1.)
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influences trade openness. The positive and signifi-
cant coefficient for Capital ⁄ Labor Ratio suggests that
as a country’s economy becomes more capital inten-
sive, its trade openness increases.

The coefficient for Disproportionality is positive,
confirming that protectionist interests are likely to
get less access to trade policymaking as electoral dis-
proportionality grows (Rogowski and Kayser 2002).
Although the finding for Parliamentary needs to be
interpreted with caution due to the absence of truly
presidential systems in the sample, it supports the
argument that parliamentary systems offer fewer
access points for protectionist interests and hence
favor free trade more strongly than non-parliamen-
tary systems. The result for Minwin suggests that gov-
ernments of a minimum-win type, which are
expected to be less subject to protectionist pressures
than oversized governments, are more likely to fol-
low free trade policies. Also, the result for EU Mem-
bership confirms the expected trade-boosting effect of
EU membership.

While the results in Model 4 confirm that main-
stream party strategic moves have a significant effect
on trade openness, the two additional sets of analy-
ses test the robustness of these results. The first set
of analyses checks the robustness of the results to
alternate model specifications. These analyses show
that the results are robust to (i) respecification of
Trade Openness as import as the percentage of
GDP at a constant price; (ii) to the government-
opposition status of parties; (iii) the distinction
between Greens and Radical rights. The second set
of robustness checks test the sensitivity of the results
to alternative estimation techniques. The results
remain robust to modeling based on the feasible
generalized least square, the fixed effect and ran-
dom effect, distributional lag, and the exclusion of
specific countries. The results of those robustness
checks are available in the online Appendix.

Conclusion

The findings of this research have important impli-
cations for debates over international trade. First,
this research has added a new level of understanding
about how the most active participants in trade poli-
cymaking are implicated in trade outcomes. The
existing literature relies on two restrictive assump-
tions about political parties that treat political parties
as intermediary mechanisms with little or no inde-
pendent impact of their own. This paper offers the
theoretical specification and empirical testing of an
alternative approach to the role of political parties
in trade policymaking. It claims that the competitive
forces of party politics have an autonomous impact
on patterns of trade outcomes. The theoretical sec-
tion formulates that parties’ trade-related behaviors
are shaped significantly by their strategic consider-
ations. Based on this claim, a set of hypotheses is
developed as to how parties’ strategic moves based
on their instrumental considerations can signifi-
cantly influence their preference for trade and

hence trade outcomes. The empirical part uses a
variety of alternate model specifications and estima-
tion techniques to test these hypotheses. The analy-
ses yielded remarkably consistent and robust support
for party strategic moves’ ceteris paribus impact on
trade openness.

Furthermore, this paper offers an actor-based
approach to trade policy. The prevalent theoretical
models in the literature share a structural bias that
stems from their emphasis on social structural and
institutional determinants of trade policy. Due to this
structural bias, the relevance of actors and processes
in trade policymaking has been theoretically under-
specified and empirically understudied. This research
has made an effort to fill in this lacuna and
expanded research in a way that emphasizes the rele-
vance of actors directly involved in the trade policy-
making process for trade outcomes. It suggests that a
fuller grasp of the domestic determinants of trade
requires assigning analytical weight to the autono-
mous impact of the instrumental considerations and
strategic interactions of political actors, political
parties in the current case, as well as the predis-
posing influence of social structural and institutional
factors.
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