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Abstract
Existing research has found that American politicians benefit from trying to attract investment and creates
jobs. In this paper, we build on this work by describing the drivers of Americans’ attitudes toward inward
foreign investment (FDI). We posit that foreign and Chinese investment are different than domestic
investment in the public imagination and that nationalism and proximity to deindustrialization interact
to shape public opinion about them. We propose and test two theories of this interaction using a survey
experiment that randomizes whether a respondent is responding to a statement about “business invest-
ment,” “foreign business investment,” or “Chinese business investment”. We find that (1) Americans
are skeptical of business investments by Chinese, and, to lesser degree, “foreign” firms; (2) the gap in
enthusiasm for generic business investment and foreign/Chinese business investment rises with local
trade-related job losses; and (3) the distinction between nationalists’ and non-nationalists’ attitudes toward
FDI declines in local job losses.

Keywords: Experimental research; international political economy; public opinion

1. Introduction
Jensen and Malesky (2018) demonstrate that politicians can benefit from providing incentives to
attract business investment. Voters reward politicians who try to create jobs and offering those
incentives signals to voters that they are doing so. We expand on this insight to consider that
not all firms’ investments are likely to be equally embraced. That heterogeneity is particularly
important in a political climate of ascendant “economic nationalism.” In that spirit, this paper
explores whether Americans’ fondness for business investment is conditional on the investing
firm’s national origin.

Our core contention is that foreign and, especially, Chinese business investment is viewed
more skeptically than the investment of unknown provenance and that this skepticism is shaped
by Americans’ experiences with trade-related deindustrialization (TRD) and their own cultural
nationalism. We expect (and find) that proximity to TRD fuels Americans’ eagerness for business
investment, but to a substantially greater degree for the investment of unknown provenance
(which may read as domestic) than for Chinese investment. In the aggregate (i.e., without
accounting for nationalism) we find that attitudes toward Chinese investment are relatively con-
stant across deindustrialized and non-deindustrialized counties. The consequence of a growing
enthusiasm for investment, but not Chinese investment, is that the gap between attitudes toward
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the two grows with TRD.1 We also expect (and find) that cultural nationalists are more skeptical
of Chinese investment than cultural non-nationalists.2

It is less clear a priori how those two factors interact—if, indeed, they do—and we explore the
extent to which cultural nationalists and non-nationalists differ in how they translate economic
contexts into economic attitudes. It is unclear in the literature whether proximity to TRD height-
ens or homogenizes the distinctions between nationalists’ and non-nationalists’ view of foreign
investment (and, if it homogenizes them, whether nationalists drop their resistance to foreign
business investment when deindustrialization demands it, or whether the trauma of TRD
turns even non-nationalists into skeptics of globalization).

We clarify which of these possibilities best fits the data using a survey experiment administered
in late 2017 to a representative sample of roughly 1000 Americans. We solicited respondents’ atti-
tudes toward “business investment,” but randomly assigned them into treatment groups defined
by whether the investing firm is a business, a foreign business, or a Chinese business. Our find-
ings suggest that the weight of TRD falls on the economic attitudes of cultural non-nationalists,
who become increasingly skeptical of the benefits of Chinese (and, to a slightly lesser extent, gen-
erically foreign) investment as local trade-related job losses mount. In contrast, TRD has no clear
effect on cultural nationalists’ consistently skeptical view of Chinese investment. Cultural nation-
alists are more skeptical of Chinese than generic business investment regardless of location.

Relating these findings back to practical politics, they imply that Jensen and Malesky’s “incen-
tives to pander” may not apply to Chinese or foreign investment, especially in places afflicted by
TRD. The more affected an area is, the more its residents display a preference for investment that
is not foreign or Chinese. Moreover, those distinctions are driven by the souring attitudes of non-
nationalists, who in other circumstances would have supported foreign business investment.

The remainder of this paper is as follows: Section 2 provides background information on the
mass politics of foreign direct investment, FDI in the United States and the economic context
behind focusing on Chinese inward investment, Section 3 develops a series of hypotheses relating
exposure to deindustrialization, nationalism, and attitudes toward inward FDI. Section 4
describes our research design and results. Section 5 concludes.

2. Background
2.1. Mass politics of FDI

The American public and political elite have often been hostile toward inward FDI,3 despite
Americans’ relative openness to FDI and, more generally, support for business investment
(and job creation) (Jensen and Malesky, 2018). American skepticism of FDI is well known—
and at times a cultural trope4—but little has been written on the sources of popular opposition
in mass politics (Pandya, 2016: 458). The work that does exist on the topic tends to focus on its
distributional consequences in the labor market (Pinto and Pinto, 2008; Pandya, 2010, 2014).
Those who are likeliest to benefit from the jobs that FDI promotes—which Pandya identifies
as skilled, college-educated workers—are thought likeliest to support it. As Pandya (2016)
notes in her review, the non-material drivers of mass politics toward inwards foreign investment
is especially understudied.5

That limited knowledge is notable in relation to Americans’ attitudes towards Chinese business
investment. Partially that is because the coincidence of rising Chinese investment and a broader
recognition of the “China Shock’s” implications for the American labor market have made this an

1See also Autor (2016, 2017).
2See also Mansfield and Mutz (2009, 2013).
3Webster 2017; Tingley et al., (2015).
4See, e.g., the movie “Gung Ho”.
5Though see Jensen and Lindstädt (2013).
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economically and politically significant topic. Yet it is also notable for the contrastingly large
body of scholarly and popular writing on the political determinants of America’s current trend
towards economic nationalism. That literature is notably split between stressing economic and
cultural sources of American economic nationalism. Guisinger (2014), Mansfield and Mutz
(2009, 2013), and Sabet (2016) all find that political reactions to trade and offshoring more
closely tie to individuals’ nativism and sense of national superiority than they do to their eco-
nomic circumstances.6 Others, including Autor et al. (2016, 2017), Che et al. (2016), and
Feigenbaum and Hall (2015), see in the current political moment a reaction to deindustrializa-
tion, and to the uniquely destabilizing role of Chinese trade.

In what follows, we describe the major planks of our theory of contemporary attitudes towards
Chinese business investment in the United States, which centrally focuses on the “China Shock”
and on Americans’ personally held cultural nationalism.

2.2. The China Shock

According to data from the US Bureau of Economic Analysis, Chinese exports into the United
States rose from roughly $20 billion in 1991 to $108 billion in 2000, more than doubling its
share of American imports (from 3.98 to 8.55 percent) and making it the 4th largest importing
nation, behind Canada, Japan, and Mexico. China became the largest importer of goods into the
United States in 2007, and by 2016 imported $481 billion worth of goods into the United States,
or 21.42 percent of American imports.7

China’s rise as an American trading partner has been politically salient in the United States,
largely for its role in concurrent trends in American deindustrialization. Manufacturing’s share of
American employment fell by roughly a third between 1990 and 2016. Acemoglu et al. (2016)
estimate that import penetration from China accounted for 560,000 lost manufacturing jobs
between 1999 and 2011, or about 10 percent of the total manufacturing job decline over that per-
iod. Including associated job losses along the supply chain increases those estimates to 985,000
lost jobs, and to nearly 2 million jobs across the entire economy.8 The American labor market
has, by most accounts, failed to fully adjust. There is neither evidence of geographic migration
as a consequence of China-related trade displacement9 nor of sectoral reallocation of labor within
geographic areas.10 Losses in manufacturing employment have instead resulted in increases in
unemployment.11 Those trends, commonly called the “China Shock” have created geographically
defined pockets of deindustrialization and associated pathologies.12

The China Shock has left a mark on American politics. Consider for illustration then-
candidate Trump’s 28 June 2016 speech on “how to make America wealthy again.” That speech
made 18 references to foreign countries, 12 of which called for trade restrictions with China, and
included a characterization of China’s entry into the WTO as the “greatest jobs theft in history.”13

In the academic literature, Autor et al.’s (2017) work on vote choice in the 2016 elections, Che
et al.’s (2016) work on voter turnout, Feigenbaum and Hall’s (2015) work on legislative protec-
tionism, and Autor et al.’s (2016) work on political polarization all ascribe political consequences
to living in areas beset by Chinese trade-related job-losses.

6This research fits well within, and is often directly cited by popular commentary on the current embrace of Trumpian
economic nationalism. See The Economist (2016); Greenberg and Zdunkewicz (2016) https://psmag.com/news/research-
finds-that-racism-sexism-and-status-fears-drove-trump-voters.

7Mexican imports were a distant second at $296 billion.
8see also Pierce and Schott (2016a).
9Autor et al. (2014).
10Autor et al. (2016).
11Acemoglu et al. (2016).
12Pierce and Schott (2016b).
13Corasaniti et al. (2016).
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2.3. FDI in the United States

Chinese investment in the United States has also risen. China is now among the United States’
most important sources of inward FDI.14 The recent surge in Chinese investment (see Figure 1)
includes high profile acquisitions—such as Anbang’s acquisition of Strategic Hotels, WH Group’s
purchase of Smithfield Foods and Tesla’s sale of a 5 percent stake to Tencent15—as well as sub-
stantial greenfield investments, including major investments in chemicals (Yuhuang Chemical’s
methanol plant in Louisiana), manufacturing (the Tianjin Pipe Corporation plant in Gregory,
Texas, or Fuyao Glass America’s facility in Moraine, Ohio) and real estate (Ping An and
China Life Insurance Company’s investments in developing Boston’s Pier 4.)

3. Trade, nationalism, and aversion to FDI
There has not been an FDI-related analog to the China shock in American politics.16 FDI does
tend to benefit certain kinds of workers and not others, and may in some cases reduce labor
security.17 Those downsides, even as they relate to Chinese FDI, seem largely un-politicized.
Indeed, FDI (including Chinese FDI) is often seen as a salve for the labor market dislocations
associated with the US–China trade relationship. Over 140,000 Americans work at firms with
at least 10 percent Chinese ownership, of which over 130,000 work at firms with majority
Chinese ownership.18 To highlight a particularly cinematic example of that substitution, Fuyao
Glass America employs over 2000 Ohioans on the site of a shuttered GM plant. Nonetheless,
Americans have long been more skeptical of foreign investment than its economic contributions
would suggest. As we show below, Americans are (or, at least, were, in August 2017) much more
skeptical of foreign than business investment more generically, and even more skeptical still of
Chinese investment. Why are some Americans so skeptical of foreign business investment?

We approach that question by adopting premises from the broader debate over the contem-
porary politics of American attitudes toward globalization. We argue that American attitudes
towards FDI are shaped by individuals’ underlying sense of nationalism and by their exposure
to TRD. Below we explore competing hypotheses concerning these relationships, focusing first
on the effect of trade-related job losses, and then separately on the conditioning effect of
nationalism.

3.1. Trade-related job loss

Given the China Shock’s oft-noted effects on Americans’ attitudes toward politics and globaliza-
tion, it seems entirely straightforward that it should also affect how Americans view foreign
investment and Chinese investment in particular. How it does so depends on how Americans
see inward FDI. We consider in particular the possibilities that American see FDI as a potential
solution to the ill-effects of the China Shock, or, conversely, that they infer from the China Shock
that foreign economic influence is best resisted in all of its forms. The former possibility has the
benefit of accuracy—FDI is different from trade in its distributional consequences in the labor
market—but is also cognitively demanding. Indeed, a recurrent finding in the literature is that

14Rosen et al. (2016). The US Bureau of Economic Analysis puts the Chinese direct investment position in the United
States in 2016 at $27 billion, which is up from $200 million in 2000, though still substantially less than traditional direct
investors such as Germany and the UK.

15To underscore the depth of Chinese capital’s role in the US corporate sector, Tencent made that acquisition (and others)
from its permanent Silicon Valley headquarters, just blocks from Stanford University. https://www.wsj.com/articles/chinas-
tencent-casts-wide-net-in-search-for-techs-next-big-thing-1496592020.

16Notwithstanding issues surrounding Chinese acquisitions in sensitive technologies. See, e.g., CFIUS” blocking of Chinese
acquisition of firms like Lattice semiconductors.

17See Pandya (2010), Pinto (2013), Scheve and Slaughter (2004).
18Rosen and Haneman (2017).
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in the absence of an explicit cue, American attitudes toward globalization are often unmoored
from economic principles (see Rho and Tomz, 2017).19 Rather than considering what makes
FDI distinct from trade, Americans exposed to deindustrialization might fall back on a simpler
heuristic of judging FDI based on their experiences with globalization more generally.

Which posture best fits the data is a relatively straightforward empirical question. If Americans
distinguish between FDI and trade, they should see jobs lost to trade and (the potential of) jobs
gained through FDI as substitutes. Americans living in proximity to TRD should be the least
likely to express skepticism toward foreign or Chinese investment. Applying a nationalist impulse
to the question of investment would be a luxury that residents of deindustrialized areas are unable
to afford. That dynamic would be consistent with much of American FDI politics. Consider
Governor Scott Walker’s efforts to attract Foxconn’s $10 billion flat screen factory to
Wisconsin. The politics of those efforts centered not just on the jobs, but on restoring a manu-
facturing base that had eroded in part through trade competition. Walker praised the investment
as a “once-in-a-lifetime opportunity that brings high-tech manufacturing back to America, right
here in Wisconsin” (Paquette, 2017).20 Touting the Foxconn investment like this presumes that
losing jobs through trade generates a desire to win them back through FDI, rather than a desire to

Figure 1. Chinese foreign direct investment (FDI) in the United States from 2000 to 2016. Numbers include both greenfield
investment as well as mergers and acquisitions. Data from: http://cim.rhg.com/.

19Although attitudes toward globalization may be unmoored from economic principles, that does not mean that economic
hardship does not have political consequences. See, e.g., Margalit (2011) for evidence that trade-related job losses have elect-
oral consequences for incumbents.

20And as President Trump tweeted: “Thank you Foxconn, for investing $10 BILLION DOLLARS with the potential for up
to 13K new jobs in Wisconsin! MadeInTheUSA.” https://twitter.com/realdonaldtrump/status/890361489126805504?lang=en.
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buck globalized commerce entirely. If so, Southeast Wisconsin would be precisely the right sort of
place to gain politically through high profile (and expensive) efforts to attract foreign business.

An alternative hypothesis is that exposure to TRD builds a view of globalization as econom-
ically detrimental, leading Americans to treat any form of it skeptically. Americans may not know
about FDI’s specific distributional consequences or may not care, but, in either case, the eco-
nomic dislocation associated with TRD should sour them on the prospect of more globalization
of any type. This premise has a close relationship with realistic group conflict theory (e.g. Levine
and Campbell 1972; Bobo 1983; Jackson 1993; Zárate et al., 2004; Brief et al 2005).21 It suggests
that Americans from trade-affected areas should be more likely to perceive foreign firms in
nationalist term, as “our companies” versus “their companies” and as “arm[s] of the economic
and political power of their parent countries” (Macesich, 1985; Baughn and Yaprak, 1996:
766).22 “Losing” in trade should, in this view, breed skepticism of foreign economic influence
generally, including ostensibly beneficial forms of it, such as FDI.

3.2. Nationalism and its interaction with trade-related job loss

The second premise of our approach is that nationalism—defined here as a heightened sense of
national identity, and a belief in its superiority—affects attitudes towards FDI. We expect that
nationalism breeds skepticism of foreign and Chinese investment.23 We also expect that nation-
alism shapes how exposure to TRD translates into attitudes toward FDI. As before, we consider
competing explanations for such an interaction.

We first consider the possibility that TRD primarily affects the views of non-nationalists who,
in its absence, would be least likely to oppose foreign or Chinese investment. Non-nationalists, in
this view, are not inherently acceptant of foreign investment, but rather are the most likely to
“learn” from local conditions and adjust their attitudes toward FDI accordingly. Nationalists’ atti-
tudes toward foreign ownership are, in contrast, more philosophical than practical. Cultural
nationalists are economic nationalists by definition, and equally so across economic contexts.
Nationalists living in areas hit hard by TRD will be skeptical of foreign business investment to
the same extent as nationalists living in areas that have not been. Notably, this view is not specific
to any particular linkage between TRD and hostility to FDI. Whether TRD creates hostility to
FDI or an acceptance of it, we expect that the effect of those job losses should be larger
among non-nationalists.

Other possible forms of that relationship are plausible, however, and worth considering as
alternative hypotheses. First, it could be that non-nationalism implies not the absence of eco-
nomic nationalism but an active and principled support of foreign investment. Thus, non-
nationalists may be as committed to a preference over foreign investment as nationalists are,
and equally impervious to updating based on local economic context. If this were the case, non-
nationalists should be no more or less affected by local economic conditions than nationalists but
should be uniformly more supportive of foreign investment.

An argument can also be made that nationalists’ attitudes toward FDI should be more affected
by local economic conditions, not less. In one version of this argument, nationalists react to TRD
by becoming more antagonistic toward FDI. Perhaps because they do not consider foreign eco-
nomic influence inevitable, nationalists see in TRD a rationale for rejecting even its ostensibly

21Realistic group conflict theory ties out-group resentments to in-group members’ perceptions of zero-sum competition
(Jackson 1993).

22In a similar vein, Filindra and Pearson-Merkowitz (2013) show that a perceived increase in the presence of immigrants in
a New England community positively correlates with restrictionist immigration policy preferences, but only among respon-
dents who are pessimistic about the future of the state’s economy.

23See, especially, Mansfield and Mutz 2009 (2013) and Dutt and Mitra (2005).
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good parts.24 It is also possible that TRD homogenizes attitudes toward FDI on non-nationalists’
terms. In this view, non-nationalists maintain their FDI-acceptant views across economic con-
texts, but nationalists shed their opposition to foreign business investment as local trade-related
job losses mount. The translation of cultural nationalism to economic nationalism is, in this view,
a luxury only afforded to cultural nationalists living in areas unaffected by TRD. When local eco-
nomic conditions demand it, even nationalists welcome FDI.

Which of these, if any, best describe Americans’ attitudes toward business investment is taken
up empirically below.

4. Research design and findings
4.1. Research design

We evaluate these hypotheses using a survey experiment conducted on a demographically repre-
sentative panel of US residents fielded by Qualtrics. Our study was in the field from 15 to 24
August 2017. Out of 1029 respondents, 855 provided sufficient information about the dependent
and independent variables for this analysis.

Participants were randomly assigned into one of the three treatment groups, and therefore
asked to respond to one of the three different versions of the following statement: “The last
five years have seen significant growth in business investment by companies in the United
States.”25 The first group receives that statement verbatim, giving no information about the
investment’s provenance. The second group was told the business investment was “by foreign
companies.” The third group was told the business was “by Chinese companies.” Each group
was then asked, “Is this [the preceding statement] good for the US, bad for the US, or neither?”

Our interest is in modeling the gap between respondents’ enthusiasm for generic, foreign, and
Chinese business investment.26 Our focus on Chinese exceptionality stems from the exceptional
role that China plays in American trade politics, as well as the aforementioned growth in Chinese
FDI. China is, by leaps and bound, the most relevant country for our inquiry. It is important to
note, however, that the role played by China in these matters is not the sole plausible reason why
reactions to “Chinese” investment might be more negative (or conditionally negative) than reac-
tions to investments by “foreign” firms. It could be that China is unpopular for unrelated reasons
(see Jensen and Lindstädt, 2013), or that any specifically named country would elicit a stronger
reaction. Our research design is not intended to distinguish between these, and we leave that
question to future research.

We measure exposure to TRD by matching the respondent’s county of residence to the num-
ber of Trade Adjustment Assistance (TAA) claims reported for that county.27 More TAA claims
suggest greater exposure. This variable has been used previously for identical purposes in Jensen
et al. (2017), Kerner et al. (2017), and Margalit (2011). Figure 1 shows the distribution of TAA
claims per capita in our sample.28 We use per capita rather than absolute counts because the
population size matters for understanding the practical consequences of job losses: a large

24Nationalists might also simply be more aware of the foreign links to local job loss, and thus more likely to have their
attitudes toward FDI influenced by them.

25We deliberately leave “business investment” vague, rather than specifying greenfield or mergers/acquisitions, for meth-
odological reasons. Although people likely do feel differently about these two categories, our aim is to understand how people
respond when unprompted by more complicated details of the investment.

26Our prompt intentionally avoids priming people to consider any particular aspect of investment. See, e.g., Hiscox (2006).
27Our measure reflects trade-related job losses generally, though similar patterns emerge if we limit our measure to

trade-related job losses attributed to China.
28The distribution is significantly skewed to the right, with most respondents living in counties with fewer TAA claims. For

modeling purposes, in our regressions we log this variable (adding a small amount —0.01 times the standard deviation—to
account for zeros in the data without altering the distribution) and then we rescale it to have a mean of zero and standard
deviation of 1.
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number of job losses in a highly-populated county is likely less devastating than a similar number
of job losses within a smaller population. Indeed, the counties with the most TAA claims in our
sample are also the largest counties. Los Angeles County has the most claims (838) and also the
largest population (over 10 million in 2015). By contrast, the county in our sample with the most
TAA claims per capita is Torrance County, New Mexico, which had only 42 claims but spread
among a population of only about 15,500. That is almost 3 (2.7) claims per 1000 residents. In
Los Angeles County, there were only 0.08 TAA claims per 1000 people.

Identifying nationalism is less straightforward, not least of which because TRD could (and
likely does) generate attitudes toward economic globalization that might, in other circumstances,
be considered nationalism. We want to isolate a less plausibly endogenous form of cultural
nationalism rather than economic nationalism and want further to avoid indicators of national-
ism that might tap into attitudes toward China specifically. To do so, we asked respondents
whether students should be required by law to stand and say the Pledge of Allegiance and
whether they agree that American culture is superior to other cultures. We code as “nationalist”
anyone who answered both questions affirmatively. Everyone else is coded as non-nationalist.
43.9 percent of our respondents answered that American culture was better, and 48.1 percent
thought that students should be required by law to stand and say the Pledge. 26.5 percent of
respondents (273 people) said yes to both. In practice, our use of this operationalization of
nationalism is not particularly consequential. In unreported models, we re-coded as nationalist
anyone who answered at least one of our nationalism questions affirmatively, and our substantive
conclusions are unchanged. We also obtained similar results by adding the two indicators to cre-
ate an index of nationalism running from 0 to 2. Still, nationalism is a difficult concept to meas-
ure. Notwithstanding the necessarily modest claims one can make with a measure of nationalism,
we think ours captures an important aspect of it and in ways that are more plausibly exogenous.

It is possible that TRD causes cultural nationalism, even on the dimensions in our measure.
Yet there is no evidence in these data that it does. We do not find a correlation (causal or
not) between proximity to TRD and cultural nationalism (ρ =−0.035), suggesting that TRD
might actually decrease cultural nationalism in our sample, if anything.29 Nonetheless, were
such a relationship to be true it would suggest that we consider nationalism not as a factor
that mediates the relationship between TRD and attitudes toward globalization, but as a product
of deindustrialization. In such a causal model, proximity to deindustrialization could cause a
broad set of nationalist traits that encompass but are not defined by attitudes toward globaliza-
tion, or it could cause a set of nationalist traits that function as an intermediate step toward
globalization-skepticism. Either is a quite different causal model than the one we consider in
this paper and while both are conceptually possible and interesting, there is no evidence in the
data that TRD and cultural nationalism are related in this way.

Although our experimental treatment is randomized (see online Appendix A), our tests rely
upon interactions with observational data on county-level TAA claims, and those measures likely
correlate with demographic variables in ways that could confound our regressions unless expli-
citly modeled. We collected that demographic information through a pre-scenario questionnaire,
including age, gender identity, county and state, experience with manufacturing sector employ-
ment, and level of education. Our control for college education is particularly notable insofar
as it captures Pandya’s (2010) argument that attitudes toward FDI are driven by skilled labor’s
economic incentive to support it. We also control for the number of unemployed people per
capita within a respondent’s county (in 2016, using data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics’

29In a bivariate logistic regression with cultural nationalism as the dependent variable, the coefficient on TAA claims per
capita (logged and rescaled) is negative but not statistically significant (p = 0.264). With the controls included in our other
models (discussed below), the coefficient is negative and statistically significant (p = 0.08), with the treatment excluded and
included. We have no theoretical reason to expect that TAA claims reduce cultural nationalism, and therefore we do not make
anything of this finding, except to note it and suggest it may be worth for future study.
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Local Area Unemployment Statistics, with 2015 Census population estimates) to assure that our
TAA variable captures the effect of trade-related job loss, rather than serving as a proxy for
unemployment.

We focus our analysis on opposition to the investment, or the probability that a respondent
says the investment is bad for the United States. Accordingly, we use a logistic regression
model, where the independent variables are the experimental treatments, TAA claims per capita,
and the interactions between each treatment and TAA claims (Foreign × TAA and China × TAA).
The omitted category is the control group, meaning that both the foreign and China treatments
represent the marginal effect30 of each as compared with the “no information” treatment. The
quantities of interest are the marginal effects of each treatment, which describe the difference
between enthusiasm for foreign/Chinese investment and enthusiasm for generic investment
(the omitted category), evaluated at different values of trade exposure.

4.2. Findings

Figure 2 shows the responses from each treatment group when asked “Is [this business invest-
ment] good for the United States, bad for the United States, or neither?”31 Our respondents
were less enthusiastic about business investment if the investing firms are foreign, and especially
if the firm is Chinese. The liability of foreignness is not surprising, but its scale in these data is
striking. 89.2 percent of respondents who were informed about generic business investment (“no
information”) believe that it is good for the United States. Only 63.9 percent say the same about
the otherwise-identical “foreign” investment, and only 42.2 percent hold that opinion of Chinese
investment.32 Conversely, the number of people who believed the investment in question was bad
for the United States is negligible (3.1 percent) when the origin of the investment was unknown,
increases to 22 percent when the investment is from a generically foreign firm, and increases
again to 38.4% when the respondents are told the investment is Chinese.33 The only difference
between these groups, and thus the only plausible driver of these distinctions, is the presence
of the modifier “Chinese” or “foreign.”

Beyond the dramatic size of the treatment effect, it is notable that Americans’ dissatisfaction
with foreign investment is visible even in the context of asking whether or not it is beneficial to
the United States. Americans do not merely dislike the idea of Chinese investment, they actually
believe it is bad for the United States.

4.3. Globalization-related job loss and aversion to FDI

To see if and how that skepticism varies by trade exposure, we use regression analyses. For ease of
exposition, we dichotomize our dependent variable into a measure of “aversion to investment,”
reducing our three-category variable into a dichotomous variable coded 1 if the respondent
says the investment is bad for the United States and 0 otherwise.34 Rather than asking “how

30By “marginal effect”, we refer to the first partial derivative of the regression equation with respect to each treatment,
which captures the independent effect of the treatment along with its effect conditional upon the value of the conditional
variable, relative to the effect of the “no information” or generic treatment.

31Because we are not conditioning on local TAA claims to answer that question we rely on prior randomization of our
treatments rather than regression analysis.

32In relative terms that is a 28 percent penalty assessed to foreign firms and a 52.7 percent penalty assessed to Chinese
firms.

33We see similar patterns for those who say the investment is neither good nor bad for the United States, with 7.7 percent
neutrality in the “no information” group, 14.1 percent, in the foreign group, and 19.4 percent in the Chinese group.

34As a robustness check, we run the same set of models with the 0 category including only those who say it is good, thus
not pooling “good” and “neither”. The substantive findings are the same.
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do people feel about investment?” we are now asking “who thinks investment is bad for the
United States?”

We answer that question using the logit model described above, where the key independent
variables are the treatment group designation (Chinese or foreign, with the residual category
being the “no information” group), the log of TAA claims, and the interaction between the
two. We control for local unemployment per capita, whether the respondent identifies as a
man, as white, as a Republican, whether they have ever worked in manufacturing, and whether
they have a college degree.

The results of these models, one with controls and one without, are displayed in Table 1. The
models yield similar findings. Respondents’ attitudes towards generic investment are negatively
and statistically significantly associated with TAA claims. Because generic investment is the
residual category in these regressions, this is captured in our regression by the coefficient on
TAA claims. That suggests that trade-related job losses increase the appetite for business invest-
ment, at least when that investment is uncomplicated by foreignness. Note that this finding
obtains even after controlling for the number of unemployed in the county, suggesting that
trade-related job losses in particular spark an enthusiasm for business investment. It holds
when controlling for education, suggesting that our measure of local job loss is not simply a
proxy for pockets of unskilled labor. More importantly, the coefficients on the foreign and
Chinese treatments are both positive and statistically significant. That indicates that the “foreign-
ness” or “Chineseness” of business investment increases the probability that respondents express
aversion to it. The Chinese treatment effect is about a third larger than the foreign treatment
effect, which corroborates the distinctions evident in Figure 3.

Figure 2. Distribution of Trade Adjustment Assistance (TAA) Claims per capita for our sample.
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Both of the interaction terms between TAA claims and treatment group designations are posi-
tive, indicating that survey takers’ aversion to foreign investment increases with exposure to
trade-related job loss, though the coefficient is only statistically significant for respondents in
the Chinese treatment group and in the model without controls (p = 0.12 with controls).
Foreign investment may compensate for TRD in an economic sense, but, as a matter of public
sentiment, it seems in these data to compound an aversion to foreign influence. That the effect
is stronger and more statistically significant when the investment is specifically identified as
Chinese makes sense given the nature of the China shock and the special place that China occu-
pies in political resistance to free-market policies. The marginal effect of each treatment
(Figure 4)—its effect on the dependent variable at all levels of TAA claims, conditional on the
controls—is increasing in TAA claims, suggesting that respondents become more averse to
Chinese or foreign investment (relative to generic investment) as TAA claims in their county
increase. This shows an enthusiasm gap for foreign and Chinese business investment that rises
with TAA claims but is apparent at all levels of it. The differences in the magnitude and statistical
significance between the two treatments’ interactions with local TAA claims data are evident but
do not fundamentally alter the story these data are telling.

A final noteworthy finding from Table 1 is that the negative effect of TAA claims on aversion
to business investment (−0.501 in Model 1 and −0.465 in Model 2) is almost perfectly offset by

Table 1. Results of logit models

Dependent variable:

Investment is Bad for the United States
(1 = investment is bad,

0 = otherwise)
(1) (2)

Treatment: Foreign 2.347*** 2.351***
(0.393) (0.394)

Treatment: Chinese 3.135*** 3.197***
(0.397) (0.394)

TAA claims per capita (logged and rescaled) −0.510** −0.465*
(0.240) (0.256)

Foreign × TAA 0.416 0.349
(0.261) (0.282)

Chinese × TAA 0.552** 0.485*
(0.271) (0.292)

# Unemployed per capita 14.067
(21.598)

Man −0.265
(0.186)

White −0.059
(0.219)

Age (rescaled) 0.313***
(0.095)

Republican −0.110
(0.186)

Manufacturing −0.076
(0.206)

College −0.294
(0.182)

Constant −3.585*** −3.609***
(0.361) (0.682)

Observations 855 851
Log likelihood −380.737 −371.900
Akaike Inf. Crit. 773.474 769.799

Standard errors are clustered by county (online Appendix B). Bolded terms are statistically significant at conventional levels. The drop in
sample size in Model 2 is due to missing data. One respondent did not provide data on gender and three did not provide age. Age and TAA
claims are rescaled to have mean 0 and standard deviation 1.
Note: *p < 0.1; > **p < 0.05; > ***p < 0.01

302 Yilang Feng et al.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/p

sr
m

.2
01

9.
30

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2019.30


the positive effect of the interaction terms (0.416 and 0.349, respectively, for the “Chinese” inter-
action; 0.552 and 0.485 for the “Foreign” interaction). Thus, while the enthusiasm gap between
generic and foreign investment rises in TAA claims, the actual rates of enthusiasm for foreign

Figure 3. The proportion of respondents in each treatment group that believed the investment was good for the United
States, bad for the United States, or neither.

Figure 4. Marginal effect (first partial derivative of the regression equation with respect to each treatment) of the foreign
and Chinese treatments on aversion to FDI, both relative to the “no information” treatment. Confidence intervals use ana-
lytical standard errors.
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investment stay relatively constant and nearly perfectly so in the case of China. The increasing
gap described in Figure 4 is, therefore, best understood as an increasing appetite for generic busi-
ness investment that is not matched for foreign investment. This is easiest to see in the predicted
probabilities of believing that investment is bad at every level of TAA claims, separately for
respondents in the three treatment groups (Figure 5).

The predicted probability of reporting that generic investment is bad for the United States is
about 10.5 percent in the absence of local TAA claims and decreases as TAA claims increase,
eventually approaching zero (0.68 percent) in counties where job losses have been greatest.
The dashed line representing the foreign treatment group also slopes downward, but the differ-
ences are slightly less pronounced: the least trade-affected have a 28.9 percent probability of
reporting that investment is bad, compared with 16.7 percent among the most trade-affected.
Thus, the rising gap between generic and foreign investment narrows as TAA claims rise not
because foreign investment gets less popular, but because it gets more popular more slowly
than generic investment does. In contrast, the solid line representing the Chinese treatment
group is almost perfectly flat, increasingly slightly from 38.1 percent at the low end of TAA claims
to 41.1 percent at the high end, which can be attributed to statistical noise. In other words, the
gap between skepticism for Chinese and generic business investment rises in TAA claims because
the generic investment is increasing in popularity while Chinese investment is not increasing as
much.

4.4. Nationalism and local material conditions

Finally, we consider the possibility these effects are better understood as aggregates of different
effects among nationalists and non-nationalists. We test for that possibility using a similar
logit model but splitting the sample into nationalists and non-nationalists (Table 2).35

The most notable findings in Model 1 are the statistically significant coefficients on the treat-
ment group variables, and the relatively small and insignificant coefficients on their interaction
with TAA claims. This suggests that nationalists are skeptical of foreign and Chinese investment
regardless of local TAA claims. Nationalists always resist foreign investment; local economic con-
ditions are largely irrelevant. In Model 2, in contrast, we find that economic conditions do matter
for non-nationalists. The coefficients on the treatment group variables are similarly large and stat-
istically significant, but, unlike with the nationalists, their interactions with TAA claims are posi-
tive and statistically significant. In other words, nationalists display relatively constant opposition
to foreign and Chinese investment relative to generic investment, while non-nationalists become
increasingly skeptical of foreign and Chinese investment relative to generic investment as TAA
claims mount.

Figure 6 shows the treatment effect—i.e., the extra skepticism applied to foreign or Chinese
investment relative to generic investment—as a function of TAA claims, separately for nationalists
and non-nationalists. In this figure, non-nationalists are no more skeptical of Chinese or foreign
investment when TAA claims are low36, but the gap between their attitudes toward Chinese and
generic investment grow as trade-related job losses rise. The more TRD is present in a county, the
more skeptical non-nationalists are of Chinese investment. In contrast, the extra skepticism that
nationalists have for foreign/Chinese investment stays relatively stable (or perhaps decreases very
slightly) across the range of TAA claims. Nationalists are always more skeptical of foreign own-
ership than of generic investment and are essentially unaffected by local economic conditions. As

35Wald tests of terms in a three-way interaction model indicate that the differences between nationalists and non-
nationalists are statistically significant at p < 0.10 level for the effect of TAA claims among those in the Chinese and foreign
treatment groups, but not the “no information” treatment group. See online Appendix C.

36Note that because the TAA variable has been rescaled to center on zero, −3 indicates no or few TAA claims. This also
accounts for the disconnect between the model and the plots—0 TAA claims in the model is actually the center of the dis-
tribution of TAA claims, not the absence of TAA claims.
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in prior models, our control for education indicates that our measure of personal nationalism is
not a proxy for education or skill level. Further, in neither set of models do we find any evidence
that education shapes Americans’ attitudes toward foreign business investment.

However, the treatment effects described in Figure 6 represent the skepticism gap between
foreign and generic investment. As before, interpretation of that gap is complicated by shifting
attitudes toward generic investment. These effects are best characterized through predicted
probabilities (Figure 7).37 Figure 7 shows that nationalists and non-nationalists both remain gen-
erally favorable toward generic business investment as the number of local TAA claims rise. The
predicted probability of a nationalist being averse to generic business investment rises almost
imperceptibly from the minimum of TAA claims to the maximum (1.05–3.3 percent). For non-
nationalists it falls from 16.3 to 0.49 percent. Nationalists’ attitudes toward Chinese and foreign

Figure 5. Predicted probabilities of believing that investment is bad at every level of TAA claims. 95 percent confidence
intervals formed by non-parametric bootstrap with 1000 iterations. Control variables held at their means.

37Note that the gap represented by the marginal effects is the linear combination of the coefficients. The gaps are not iden-
tical when comparing the lines in the predicted probability plots because of the mapping from that linear combination onto
the cumulative logistic distribution.
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investment follow a similar path. The predicted probability of a nationalist being averse to foreign
business investment falls from 43.0 to 6.3 percent, moving from the least to the most trade
affected counties. The predicted probability of a nationalist being averse to Chinese business
investment falls from 56.6 to 39.9 percent over that same range. This supports the findings
from the marginal effects plots: although their relative enthusiasm for foreign or Chinese invest-
ment over generic investment stays roughly the same or decreases very slightly, this is driven by a
drop in opposition to foreign or Chinese investment and a slight increase in opposition to generic
investment. In Figure 6, the marginal effect of foreign investment becomes insignificant at high
levels of TAA claims because levels of support for foreign and generic investment become stat-
istically indistinguishable.

Unlike nationalists, non-nationalists do not become more acceptant of foreign or Chinese
investment as local economic conditions worsen. Instead, they remain roughly as opposed to for-
eign investment and become more opposed to Chinese investment, while becoming less averse to
generic investment. Again, this helps to interpret the findings in Figure 6: non-nationalists do
become slightly more skeptical of Chinese investment (and remain about the same for foreign
investment), but the slope is so pronounced because the gap between that skepticism and the
skepticism of generic investment is growing. Our results are consistent with offsetting effects,

Table 2. Results of logistic regression models in nationalist and non-nationalist subsets

Dependent variable:

Investment is Bad for the United States
(1 = investment is bad,

0 = otherwise)

Nationalists Non-Nationalists
(1) (2)

Treatment: foreign 2.413*** 2.355***
(0.854) (0.459)

Treatment: Chinese 3.859*** 3.056***
(0.892) (0.459)

TAA claims per capita (rescaled) 0.191 −0.603**
(0.166) (0.296)

Foreign × TAA per capita −0.586 0.537*
(0.390) (0.311)

Chinese × TAA per capita −0.302 0.708**
(0.270) (0.343)

# Unemployed per capita 3.876 21.511
(35.823) (24.716)

Man −0.105 −0.334
(0.401) (0.206)

White −0.679 0.111
(0.417) (0.254)

Age 0.031** 0.013**
(0.012) (0.006)

Republican −0.169 −0.138
(0.383) (0.249)

Manufacturing −0.771** 0.208
(0.375) (0.244)

College −0.568 −0.184
(0.413) (0.202)

Constant −4.456*** −4.517***
(1.473) (0.806)

Observations 241 610
Log likelihood −91.596 −273.957
Akaike Inf. Crit. 209.192 573.915

Standard errors clustered by county. Bolded terms are statistically significant at conventional levels.
Note: *p < 0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.
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whereby the direct effect of TRD to increase enthusiasm for the business is offset by non-
nationalists’ increasing skepticism toward Chinese investment. The predicted probability of a
non-nationalist reporting skepticism towards Chinese investment in the absence of local TAA
claims is 30.5 percent,38 which is similar to their attitudes toward foreign business investment
(27.2 percent). However, while nationalists become slightly more accepting of Chinese invest-
ments as trade-related job losses rise, non-nationalists become more skeptical. Our model pre-
dicts a 45.5 percent probability that a non-nationalist respondent living in the most
trade-affected counties will report that Chinese investment is bad for the United States. That is
about 15 points higher than if they were living in the least trade-affected counties, and almost
six points higher than a nationalist neighbor in their highly trade-affected county. They are, how-
ever, significantly less opposed to Chinese investment than a nationalist living in a county that
has the lowest number of TAA claims (56.6 percent).

Non-nationalists’ attitudes toward foreign investment decrease across the range of TAA claims,
but at a slower rate than among nationalists. Non-nationalists are far less opposed to foreign
investment when TAA claims are low (27.2 percent, as compared with 43.0 percent for
nationalists), but are more opposed when TAA claims are high. At the sample maximum,
non-nationalists are predicted to oppose foreign investment with a probability of 20.0 percent,
as compared with 6.3 percent for nationalists. This means that non-nationalists are more

Figure 6. The marginal effect of each treatment on reporting that investment is bad for the United States as a function of
TAA claims for nationalists (top row) and non-nationalists (bottom row). The histogram on the bottom illustrates the dis-
tribution of TAA claims per capita among the subgroup.

38This difference between nationalist and non-nationalist sentiment toward Chinese investment at this level of TAA claims
is statistically significant at the 95 percent confidence level.
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supportive when times are good, but do not change much as they deteriorate, while, on the other
hand, nationalists oppose foreign investment on principle when good economic times give them
the luxury to do so, but quickly shed it as trade-related job losses mount.

5. Conclusion
Our primary goal in this paper is to marry the question of Americans’ attitudes toward foreign
investment to contemporary arguments about the roots of American economic nationalism.
Doing so not only brings the literature on FDI into that debate but provides a theoretical vehicle
for exploring the understudied non-material drivers of FDI politics. It also sheds further light on
the conditions under which we might expect politicians to benefit from trying to attract invest-
ment, versus where those same attempts to credit claim might backfire.

To answer this question, we proposed two competing theories of how nationalism and dein-
dustrialization interact to shape public opinion toward Chinese investment. To test them, we ran
a survey experiment on a representative sample of US residents.

Our experiment yielded four main findings:

Figure 7. Predicted probabilities of believing that investment is bad at every level of TAA claim. Shaded areas indicate 95
percent simulated confidence intervals.
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(1) Americans are skeptical of foreign and, especially, Chinese business investment. While
virtually all respondents were enthusiastic about generic business investment, survey
takers in our China treatment group were nearly as likely to say that such investment
was “bad” for the United States as they were to say it was “good” (38 versus 42 percent).

(2) Proximity to trade-related job losses increases skepticism towards FDI, suggesting that
American see FDI as an indistinguishable part of the broader globalization project.
Dissatisfaction with one part of that project creates resistance to the broader project,
even its “good” parts.

(3) Nationalism shapes Americans’ reactions to TRD. Non-nationalists in counties with few
trade-related job losses do not distinguish between foreign, Chinese, and generic invest-
ment, but become relatively more skeptical toward Chinese investment as local
trade-related job losses rise and only slowly warm toward foreign investment.
Nationalists are less enthusiastic about foreign investment relative to more generic invest-
ment when economic conditions are good, but shed their nationalist impulses and
become more accepting of foreign investment when local economic conditions deterior-
ate. At high levels of trade-related job losses, nationalists and non-nationalists are almost
indistinguishable in their views on Chinese investment, and nationalists are more favor-
able toward foreign investment than non-nationalists.

This research makes several contributions. First, it clarifies the drivers of American attitudes
toward globalization. We find that the drivers of attitudes toward inward investment are substan-
tially non-material. Second, our study suggests that the economic stress identified by Autor et al.,
homogenizes attitudes across cultural divides. Nationalism is a meaningful indicator of attitudes
toward foreign investment only in the absence of local trade-related job loss. Once local job loss is
significantly high, nationalists and non-nationalists have similarly negative views of Chinese
investment, even if they arrived at those views differently. While our data can only speak to
the specific case of FDI attitudes, this finding suggests that we should consider those drivers
as interactive in the broader literature.

Second, our focus on the impacts of trade-related job loss and heightened scrutiny of Chinese
investment illuminates relationships that are topical to the literature on the “China Shock,”
which has been linked to rising polarization, the election of Trump, legislative voting patterns,
and political communication strategies. Our findings suggest that the China shock in trade also
affects attitudes toward foreign investment. This is notable because Chinese investment in the
United States has grown dramatically, and often with accompanying fanfare and credit-taking by
American politicians who have used it to demonstrate their ability to “win” a globalization game
thatmanyAmericanmanufacturing centers appear to be losing. Our findings of the effects of expos-
ure to trade-related job losses on attitudes toward the benefits of inwards investment suggest that
those efforts may start at a disadvantage. On average, Americans who “lose” on one dimension
of globalization do not want to “win” on another. They prefer to quit the globalization game entirely.
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