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ABSTRACT

Regional trade agreements have important consequences for developing countries,
but the public opinion literature on trade agreements suffers from several short-
comings. Most significant is that studies tend to take a single year as the point of
analysis, leaving us uncertain as to how opinion evolves. This study uses polling
data to examine Mexicans’ attitudes toward NAFTA over a ten-year period. Results
from regression analyses show an association between Mexicans’ support for the
United Nations and their support for NAFTA, and a weaker relationship for other
types of cues (presidential, the United States), than other studies have found. The
data also reveal an association between Donald Trump’s arrival in the presidency
and increased support for NAFTA.
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ree trade agreements are a growing phenomenon, with important consequences

for national economies and political systems. Nowhere is that more true than in
developing countries aligned with large developed markets. Developing economies
can be altered significantly for good or ill as trade patterns and investment flows
adjust to new openings, especially in sensitive sectors (Wals et al. 2015), or in
regions that are exposed to trade competition. Much depends on their economic
structure and level of development.

Democratic accountability is also potentially affected by free trade agreements.
On the one hand, national governments lose some policy autonomy under regional
trade rules. Governments commit to common rules, and this can have an impact on
their capacity to serve domestic interests. On the other hand, for developing coun-
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tries in democratic transitions, the agreements can alter expectations and lock in
democratic reforms, acting as a constraint on national governments (Pevehouse
2002; Seligson 1999; Davis et al. 1998; Beliz and Chelala 2016). Moreover, trade
agreements are often associated with neoliberal governments, and their legitimacy is
sometimes contested by opponents on ideological grounds (Cérdenas Gracia 2015).

The prevalence of free trade agreements between developed and developing
countries is growing, not simply in the case of the United States and its many trade
partners, but also between the European Union and its trade partners. Given this
impact, it is important to know as much as possible about public opinion in devel-
oping partner countries, in particular what factors are associated with this opinion.
While elites may enter into trade agreements as a means of promoting development
(Fairbrother 2019), how do average citizens perceive them? Is trade integration seen
as a way to create (or destroy) economic opportunities—a utilitarian rationale? Is it
seen through a nationalist or ideological lens, as a means by which the dominant
cultural identity may be weakened? Do citizens use cues from political elites as
shortcuts to form opinions? Answers to these questions are important because the
very legitimacy of these agreements is at stake.

This article examines Mexican attitudes toward the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA) over the period 2008-2018. Mexico is one of Latin America’s
two largest economies. It is a key player in North American trade, with dense net-
works of integrated supply chains, and is the second-largest US trading partner.
How favorable were Mexicans to NAFTA? NAFTA has now been replaced by the
U.S.-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA), but our findings hold important les-
sons, and they are striking.

Three novel findings emerge, challenging the status quo regarding our under-
standing (and for that reason the title implores Mexicans to “wake up”). First,
despite NAFTA’s overt economic purpose and its plausible differential material
impact on Mexican society, we find that Mexicans’ opinion of NAFTA is not asso-
ciated with their outlook on material or economic issues but instead is related con-
sistently and strongly with their opinion of the United Nations. Assuming that this
finding were confirmed in further research, this would mean that Mexicans essen-
tially interpret NAFTA as though it were an international organization such as the
UN, not a means to improve their own welfare or that of the country. Given that
NAFTA and the UN have vastly different memberships, purposes, and obligations,
this is a very important finding. NAFTA may have assumed a new role in the minds
of Mexicans; namely, as a way to be part of the international framework of rules
constraining and guiding state behavior, rather than an engine of development for
the national economy.

Second, reinforcing this finding, location within subnational regions is an
insignificant predictor of support, despite the clear fact that northern Mexico has
benefited economically from NAFTA far more than other regions. This finding goes
against expectations that people from the north of Mexico would be more favorable
to NAFTA, given its economic importance for that part of the country. Addition-
ally, while other cueing variables remain important correlates of Mexican opinion—
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namely, attitudes toward the Mexican president and toward the United States and
Canada—they are far weaker than attitudes toward the UN, and in the case of the
president, they have weakened considerably. This again is a departure from earlier
findings, and it may herald at long last a separation in Mexicans’ minds between
what they think of the president and what they think of NAFTA. The presidential
cue, for so many years a key determinant of public opinion on NAFTA, appears to
have weakened.

Third, the campaign and election of Donald Trump as president of the United
States, with his virulent anti-Mexico and anti-NAFTA messages, put pressure on
Mexico. When threatened by Trump, Mexicans rallied behind NAFTA as never
before, including leftists who traditionally had opposed NAFTA as a neoliberal
device designed to increase the wealth of a narrow elite. This is in sharp contrast to
Mexico’s European counterparts, for whom external threats inevitably led to
increases in nationalism. Mexican support for NAFTA is unconnected to nationalist
ideology. In fact, explanatory variables that are closely associated with support for
the EU in Europe, such as left-right ideology, nationalism, and material well-being,
play no role in explaining Mexican support for NAFTA.

These findings are highly relevant, both for the Mexican case and as a potential
harbinger for other developing countries in their own trade agreements. Public
opinion in a democracy is an important measure of democratic legitimacy; when
trade agreements are negotiated and entered, they have implications for sectors of
the economy and regions of the country, which we should see reflected in public
opinion. In the Mexican case, NAFTA was intended not simply to help foster eco-
nomic development but also to lock in democratic transition (Cameron and Tomlin
2000). Trade agreements, including NAFTA, can be renegotiated or terminated, so
public opinion is an important measure of their “appropriateness” at a given point
in time. Moreover, public opinion on NAFTA is structured by factors that are very
different from those that gave rise to the creation of the agreement in the first place;
they include helping create economic opportunities and democratic consolidation in
Mexico. This is a very significant finding. What this means for other developing
countries that followed in Mexico’s wake is an important question.

Our source of data is the biennial waves of the Las Américas y el Mundo
(LAYEM) survey from 2008 to 2018, which permit analysis of these questions. Our
strategy is to draw from existing literature to construct models that enable us to
better understand Mexican public opinion about NAFTA. We do not seek to eval-
uate perceptions of economic reform per se or foreign policy more generally, but
rather NAFTA itself. The following section reviews the economic and political con-
text around Mexico’s participation in NAFTA. Subsequent sections review the lit-
erature on public attitudes toward regional organizations and free trade agreements,
draw out testable implications related to public attitudes toward NAFTA, introduce
our data and methods, and discuss results.
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MEXICO AND THE
NORTH AMERICAN ECONOMY

Mexico is a critically important case study of public opinion for several reasons. As
with other developing countries linked to large market economies, a regional trade
agreement was a key element in Mexico’s strategy of modernizing and opening to
the international economy. Mexico has since entered into many other free trade
agreements, both in Latin America and beyond, but NAFTA remains the corner-
stone of its external economic strategy, given the size of the US market and the
dependence on that market for Mexican exports. In 2019, 80 percent of Mexican
goods exported went to the United States, at a total value of $387.8 billion. This
represented an increase of more than 700 percent from the pre-NAFTA level.! The
main beneficiaries were manufacturing exports, such as electronics and automotive
manufacturing (Economist 2014). Other sectors fared less well, especially parts of the
agriculture sector, such as maize. Meanwhile, by 2019, Mexico had received $100.9
billion in foreign direct investment stock from the United States.

Gains and losses were felt not simply in different sectors but in different regions
of the country. NAFTA benefited the north of Mexico more than the south, for rea-
sons of geographic proximity in the north and poor infrastructure in the south.
Moreover, economic problems in the United States had an outsized impact on
Mexico, given the reliance on its big neighbor. The year 2008 marked a severe
downturn in the Mexican economy, due to the Great Recession in the United
States, and it underscored Mexico’s vulnerability in this relationship. In short, the
economic relationship is both very important to Mexico and also very well known
among Mexicans. By the time negotiations began in 2017 over reforms to NAFTA,
most Mexicans had a favorable opinion of it (Zamora Saenz 2017). Yet because
NAFTA is responsible for variations in the performance of sectors and regions, there
is reason to believe that public opinion would reflect these variations.

As these economic developments unfolded, a number of political changes
occurred that potentially affected public opinion. In 2012, 2016, and 2018, presi-
dential elections took place in Mexico or the United States or both, often with state-
ments addressing the trade agreement and the economic relationship. During the sex-
enio of Enrique Pefia Nieto (2012-18), a series of corruption scandals and ineffective
responses to crime caused the president’s approval rating to plummet to just 28 per-
cent by 2017 (Vice and Chwe 2017). In 2014, the twentieth anniversary of NAFTA
again brought renewed scrutiny of it, as did the renegotiations that culminated in
2018. Trump’s presidential campaign added to the upheaval and uncertainty.

Mexico was the first developing country to be linked to a major economy in a
trade agreement—a full ten years before Eastern and Central European countries
joined the European Union. NAFTA required Mexico to make many substantial
changes to its legislation and to commit to enforceable obligations that were unusu-
ally strict for the time (Kose et al. 2004, 6-7). Thus, not only should we expect
NAFTA to matter a great deal to Mexicans, but given its 25-year history, it is impor-
tant to look for ways that public opinion evolved.
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Mexico’s gradual (if imperfect) democratization means that the relevance of
individual perceptions matters, especially given its economic dependence on its
giant neighbor. Do respondents perceive NAFTA in simple material terms—how it
benefits them economically? Do they think about the impact of NAFTA on Mexico
as a whole? Do noneconomic factors, such as identity or attitudes toward other
international organizations or countries, matter? Is it true that attitudes toward
important politicians (i.e., the president) or other actors serve as a shortcut to enable
respondents to form a judgment about NAFTA?

Because trade agreements such as NAFTA can be renegotiated, citizen attitudes
can also help inform policymakers contemplating such changes. Nevertheless, while
research on Mexican public opinion regarding NAFTA has made some important
contributions, it is relatively scarce, confined to one-year snapshots, and dated. We
therefore draw from public opinion research on regional trade agreements more
widely to create a set of initial hypotheses on the Mexican case. We aim to draw con-
clusions about Mexico itself, but we believe that our findings will help set a baseline
for comparative studies of other developing countries, such as Chile and Colombia,
that have since entered into trade agreements with powerful market economies,
including the United States.

UNDERSTANDING ATTITUDES TOWARD
REGIONAL TRADE AGREEMENTS

How do people view trade agreements? Are they simply economic tools in the minds
of citizens, or do they assume some broader relevance, linking Mexico to the inter-
national system, like other international organizations? And should we expect opin-
ion to remain unchanged over the years, given that the trade agreement itself did not
change, or do changing circumstances also have an impact on opinion? If so, why
would that be the case? This section presents findings from earlier research and
hypotheses derived from them. Much of the literature is at odds in terms of how to
predict the effect of various factors on opinion, although in our hypotheses we take
a position consistent with the most plausible associations between explanatory fac-
tors and NAFTA opinion.

Trade agreements affect economic interactions between the member states, and
so opinion about them is plausibly guided by how individuals perceive their eco-
nomic well-being. Indeed, much research has shown that personal material or utili-
tarian considerations structure individual attitudes toward integration in Europe in
important ways (Gabel 1998; Jackson et al. 2011). Moreover, Seligson (1999)
found that perceptions of individual and national economic circumstances posi-
tively predicted support for economic integration in Latin America. Others have
reported similar findings in the region (Jara Ibarra 2014; Merolla et al. 2005).

Jara Ibarra (2014) distinguished between individual-level variables, such as per-
ception of self-interest, and national-level variables, such as perception of benefits to
the country as a whole. Personal economic situation positively predicted support for
both economic and political integration across Latin America. Levels of inequality,
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as measured by the Gini coefficient, had a negative impact on support for integra-
tion across all education levels, according to her findings. However, higher levels of
inequality led to increased support for integration among those on the right but
lower levels of support among those on the left.

Similar findings have emerged in Eastern and Central Europe, where percep-
tions of the EU have been driven by beliefs about utilitarian benefits. Eastern and
Central European states are relevant for Mexico, given their status as less developed
regional partners, takers of integration norms and rules, and dependence on larger
markets in the core. In one study, positive perceptions of the EU were related to the
magnitude of transfers from the EU, as well as to increases in personal income (Jack-
son et al. 2011). Other research on the 1991-2003 period, before Eastern and Cen-
tral European countries became EU members, found that economic winners were
more apt to back EU membership than economic losers (Herzog and Tucker 2010).
The same relationship was shown by Tucker et al. (2002); namely, that economic
winners in Eastern and Central Europe were more supportive of membership (as
were free market advocates).

Other research undermines the notion that material considerations drive sup-
port (Cichowski 2000; Davis et al. 1998; Davis 1998). In Costa Rica and El Sal-
vador, personal material utility mattered less to attitudes toward regional integration
than it did in Europe (Davis et al. 1998). In the first paper published about attitudes
toward NAFTA, only four years after its entry into force, Davis (1998) found that
utility considerations had very little direct effect on NAFTA opinion in Mexico.

In any case, the exact effect of material impacts is unclear, even if it were to
exist. Specifically, the material consequences of NAFTA may vary according to the
type of economic activity of the respondent, and therefore we feel it is appropriate
to test for variation according to occupation or sector. Theoretically, the sector of
employment could matter to opinion because as economic conditions change, favor-
ing or impeding trade, certain sectors will benefit or be harmed. This assumption is
based broadly on the Ricardo-Viner notion that labor mobility is restricted and that
personal fortunes are tied to the sector of employment.

Changing economic and political conditions support this decision. For exam-
ple, throughout the period of this study, the value of the peso declined by over 70
percent against the dollar—from 11.2 in 2008 to 19.2 in 2018—meaning that
Mexican exports to the United States were progressively cheaper and imports from
the United States into Mexico were more expensive. This helped Mexican export
industries and those that compete against dollar-denominated imports. In addi-
tion, once Trump was on the scene as a relevant actor, his threat to withdraw from
NAFTA would have left the export sector severely harmed, and in principle we
would expect to see a change in the opinion of those in industries tied to export
markets in the United States, at least in the 2016 and 2018 surveys. Relatedly, if
sector matters to opinion, we should see variation in support according to the
region of the respondent. We assume that those in northern Mexico are likely to
be more favorable to NAFTA, given the region’s economic reliance on trade with
the United States and the fact that NAFTA was directly responsible for the growth
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of manufacturing hubs in northern Mexico, linked to integrated production chains
with US partners.

However, studies have also shown that skill levels drive opinion about trade
agreements, given that those in higher-skilled occupations are more likely to be able
to change jobs or find alternative employment if necessary. This assumes labor
mobility across sectors and greater opportunities for those in high-skilled positions
because of having greater knowledge of opportunities and how to take advantage of
them, or more capacity to adapt to changing work conditions. Deutschmann and
Minkus (2018) looked at attitudes toward political and economic integration in 17
Latin American countries and reported higher levels of support for economic inte-
gration among those in more skilled jobs. Thus, we cannot be sure whether it is
better-paid, higher-skilled workers or those in successful export sectors (at whatever
skill level) who are more supportive of integration. At any rate, material conse-
quences for individuals are likely to vary depending on the precise opportunities
provided by a given trade agreement.

HI1. Material

1. Personal: Wealthier individuals will be more supportive of NAFTA because
higher-income citizens are more likely to be engaged in (or prepared for) interna-
tional economic activity.

2. Skills and sector: Those with higher levels of skills or those who work in
export secrors will be more supportive of NAFTA.

3. Region: Those in the north of Mexico will be more supportive of NAFTA,

given the region’s economic reliance on exports to the United States

Similarly, cognitive variation also potentially structures attitudes toward trade
agreements. People with higher education levels sometimes show stronger support
for regional accords, given their possible gains economically, their familiarity with
economic ideas and information, their flexibility, and their knowledge of other
cultures (Seligson 1999; Hainmueller and Hiscox 2006; Jara Ibarra 2014;
Deutschmann and Minkus 2018). Nevertheless, the impact of educational attain-
ment depends on the extent of exposure to the impact of integration. The more
exposure, the more relevant education may be as a predictor of support (Elgiin and
Tillman 2007).

Hakhverdian et al. (2013) found that the effect of educational levels on approval
of the EU strengthened over time, possibly due to the way that globalization widened
the economic gap between winners and losers. Factors such as human capital, con-
vertible skills, networking, and mobility contribute to differences in attitudes toward
the EU, and of course, these skills and attributes are affected by education. Hakhver-
dian et al. found a negative correlation between educational level and Euroskepti-
cism. Others, looking at Central American countries, have found no relationship
between support for regional integration and levels of education (Davis et al. 1998).

On the other hand, if education is a proxy for skills, it is not clear that there
should be a positive correlation with NAFTA attitudes in Mexico. As discussed
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above, a factor-based argument would suggest that low-skilled workers in countries
with an abundance of low-skilled labor (such as Mexico) have more to gain from
trade opening. Indeed, it is the lower-skilled workers who have benefited most from
NAFTA, and consistent with this empirical reality, Fairbrother et al. (2019) showed
that (among Mexicans) education is negatively associated with support for free trade
and cooperation among North American countries. We add an additional cognitive
hypothesis related to interest in foreign affairs news to test whether there is an asso-
ciation between that interest and NAFTA support. Literature shows, on the one
hand, that interest in public affairs depends on cognitive abilities and, on the other
hand, that knowledge and awareness determine citizens’ policy preferences (Althaus
1998; Gilens 2001; Hill 2017; Stancheva 2020).

H2. Cognitive
1. Education. Those with higher levels of education will be more supportive of
NAFTA because their economic opportunities or cultural awareness will be higher.
2. Interest. Those with higher levels of interest in news about international
issues should be more supportive of NAFTA because of the relationship between
awareness and knowledge of the issues at stake, and policy preferences.

Attitudes toward trade agreements can also be structured by ideational factors.
Those on the left may hold different positions from those on the right, depending
on how they interpret the effects of the trade agreement. However, the impact of
ideology is inconclusive and depends largely on existing domestic conditions. Garry
and Tilley (2015) showed that leftists who live in countries with high income
inequality and low state ownership tend to support the EU, but leftists in countries
with low income inequality and high state ownership are less supportive. They
actribute this difference to the perceived economic consequences of European inte-
gration as compared to preexisting national economic conditions. Similarly, Brine-
gar and Jolly (2005) show that ideology as a predictor of support for EU integration
is affected by varieties of capitalism, or the extent of the national welfare state in
respondents’ countries. These sociotropic contextual factors color respondents’ eval-
uations of the EU, which may otherwise be similar across member states. In Latin
America, results regarding the importance of ideology have been mixed: some stud-
ies show that leftism increases support for regionalism (Deutschmann and Minkus
2018), and others do not find an effect (Davis et al. 1998; Davis 1998; Magaloni
and Romero 2008).

Identity also matters in a number of studies, especially in the EU. Those with
an exclusively national identity are more opposed to European integration, as citi-
zens come to interpret the EU as a threat to national identity or culture (Hooghe
and Marks 2005; Elgiin and Tillman 2007). Nationalism and cultural intolerance
generate Euroskepticism; but Euroskepticism is also related to education levels.
Some scholars show that these relationships have become stronger over time, espe-
cially since the Maastricht Treaty in 1992, because of the increased salience and
impact of the EU (Hakhverdian et al. 2013). Similar findings of the impact of
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nationalism on regional integration have been found in the Americas; namely, that
as national pride increases, support for political and economic integration declines
(Jara Ibarra 2014). A related study showed that atticudes toward offshoring in the
United States—the practice of placing portions of business operations overseas—
were structured more by ethnocentrism and antiforeign beliefs than by income or
employment (Mansfield and Mutz 2013, 572). Our ideational hypotheses take into
account earlier findings on left-right ideology and nationalism, and we also add one
hypothesis on attitudes toward economic globalization to test whether respondents
associate NAFTA with globalization.

H3. Ideational

1. Lefi-right ideology: Those identifying as right will be more supportive of
NAFTA, given its aim to liberalize trade and protect investors.

2. Nationalism: Those who hold nationalist attitudes will be less supportive of
NAFTA because NAFTA erodes national economic protections and permits the
entry of foreign products, services, practices, customs, and ideas.

3. Globalization: Those who favor economic globalization are expected to
Jfavor NAFTA because free trade agreements require economic openness.

Cueing also impacts support for trade agreements. Cuing refers to the phenom-
enon whereby the public follows the positions (or cues) of political leaders instead of
learning the issues for themselves. Numerous scholars have shown that respondents’
attitudes toward integration or foreign affairs more broadly are structured by their
positions on domestic conditions, such as democratic performance and ratings of
domestic leaders, political parties, and governments (Gabel 1998; Anderson 1998;
Davis 1998; Davis et al. 1998; Seligson 1999; Elgiin and Tillman 2007; Boomgaar-
den et al. 2011; Hakhverdian et al. 2013; Harteveld et al. 2013; Schlipphak 2015;
Beliz and Chelala 2016; Deutschmann and Minkus 2018). When citizens hold high
opinions of domestic elites or trust them, they also tend to hold more favorable views
of regional organizations and agreements of which the country is a member.

In older research on Mexico, scholars found a clear relationship between indi-
vidual support for a particular party and support for policies such as economic reform
(Dominguez and McCann 1996; Kaufman and Zuckermann 1998). Yet it is con-
ceivable that we may see a change over time in the relationship between support for
the president and support for NAFTA. Given that both Presidents Felipe Calderén
(2006-12) and Enrique Pefa Nieto (2012-18) came under fire for domestic actions,
their capacity to cue Mexicans on NAFTA could have eroded. Calderén organized a
disastrous war on drug cartels; Pena Nieto’s administration suffered serious corrup-
tion allegations. Did Mexicans still trust them enough to use them as cues?

Cueing is not simply a domestic phenomenon. We also see evidence that exter-
nal actors, such as powerful states and international organizations, can structure atti-
tudes toward trade agreements. Given Mexico’s relatively weak status as a “taker” of
international agreements such as NAFTA, it is not unreasonable to assume that cit-
izens look to external models on which to base their views of NAFTA—most obvi-
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ously the United States as a powerful partner, but conceivably other organizations
of which Mexico is a member and has sought to play a role, such as the UN, the
Pacific Alliance, and the OECD. Thus, support for regional integration may be tied
to perceptions of domestic success and the prestige of external actors. Cueing may
be especially important in a developing country, where citizens realize that much
hinges on the success of their external agreements.

For example, positive attitudes toward the European Union and satisfaction
with the state of democracy led to higher levels of support for economic integration
in 17 Latin American countries (Seligson 1999; also Davis 1998). Davis showed
that approval of NAFTA among Mexicans was structured above all by approval of
the government of Carlos Salinas and by positive attitudes toward the United States.
Research by Davis and Bartilow (2007) indicated how cognitive and affective orien-
tations toward the United States helped Mexicans to form opinions about economic
agreements between the two countries, including NAFTA.

Positive attitudes toward the United States are also associated with positive atti-
tudes toward regional organizations in sub-Saharan Africa in one study (Schlipphak
2015, 367). Cues are related to trust in political actors and to low levels of z priori
knowledge of the organizations in question, so that well-known actors serve as a
proxy. Wals et al. (2015) argue that trust specifically in foreigners (rather than trust
in a more general sense) predicts positive attitudes toward NAFTA among Mexi-
cans. Conversely, scholars have shown that anti-US attitudes in Mexico—stemming
from the US failure to treat Mexico on equal terms—have prevented further deep-
ening of NAFTA (Bow and Santa Cruz 2011). Many Mexicans have reservations
about the intentions and trustworthiness of the United States, especially with regard
to their sovereignty, as Bow and Santa Cruz point out (see also Carreras et al. forth-
coming). At the same time, respect and status plausibly have an impact, too. In
other words, those who have a higher regard for the United States (even if they do
not trust it) may have more positive views of NAFTA. The election of Donald
Trump during the period of our study gives us an opportunity to test this conjecture
more directly. Given the low opinion of Trump among Mexicans and Trump’s
harsh rhetoric about NAFTA and Mexicans in general, we would expect to see some
change in public opinion following his election, to the effect that “if Trump thinks
it’s bad, it must be good.” Our data enable us to test for that effect.

International organizations such as the United Nations could plausibly also
serve as external cues, given that they provide rules in an otherwise chaotic, power-
based international system. Both the UN and NAFTA introduce some clarity on
state behavior and (theoretically) constrain nationalistic and self-interested actions
by powerful member states. In this sense, the UN could be a proxy for the narrower
economic realm of NAFTA. However, this relationship is unclear, given their very
different purposes: the UN is not an economic agreement, nor is it regional in scope.
It also entails a set of obligations that differ markedly from regional trade agreements
like NAFTA. Little research tests this link directly.

Moreover, the direction of causality in these external cueing relationships is not
always clear. Flores-Macias and Sénchez-Talanquer (2019) argue that NAFTA
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improved Mexicans’ opinions of the United States from 1993 to 2008, the reverse
of the relationship assumed in many other studies. Other research shows that com-
munication by national governmental and civil society elites can affect attitudes
toward international organizations, thus potentially altering the exogenous role of
cues (Dellmuth and Tallberg 2021). Moreover, Johnson (2011) showed that nega-
tive public opinion about an influential country within an international organiza-
tion will affect the latter’s perceived legitimacy. She calls this “guilt by associa-
tion”—the institutional, financial, or ideational power of the strong state is assumed
to bias or prejudice the neutrality and fairness of the international organization. The
effect is especially strong with respect to the United States in relation to the UN, the
World Bank, and the International Monetary Fund.

H4. Cues

1. Domestic: Those who have positive perceptions of the president are more
likely ro favor NAFTA.

2. International: Those with positive attitudes toward international organiza-
tions or NAFTA partner countries are more likely to favor NAFTA.

We also test for the effects of age. The age effect is unclear; some research has
shown that younger respondents are more supportive of regionalism in Latin Amer-
ica (Deutschmann and Minkus 2018) or the EU (Down and Wilson 2017), but it
could be argued that older respondents have more to gain economically, depending
on their skills.

HS5. Age
1. Respondents’ age is predicted to have an effect on support for NAFTA.

While the studies we review here help us frame our hypotheses and predict
likely effects, many suffer from weaknesses. A large number of them are based on
surveys taken in a single year, so they do not provide time series data enabling us to
determine how relationships between variables may evolve (e.g., Dellmuth and Tall-
berg 2021; Schlipphak 2015; Johnson 2011; Boomgaarden et al. 2011; Harteveld
et al. 2013; Magaloni and Romero 2008; Davis and Bartilow 2007; Estrades 2000).
Moreover, in Schlipphak’s important study, one of the Latin American regional
organizations that he examines is UNASUR, which had been in existence for only a
year when the survey was undertaken. UNASUR’s principal purpose was security-
related. It provided for no real economic integration, so it was unsurprising that eco-
nomic issues were unimportant in determining respondents’ positions on
UNASUR. Additionally, the literature provides only a piecemeal, fragmented pic-
ture of Mexico—with divergent findings in relatively few studies over more than
two decades.

Our data help us fill in some of these gaps. In terms of predicting how opinion
changes over time, the existing literature gives us few clues. NAFTA itself did not
change. Some sectors of the economy became enmeshed in dense networks of
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investment, production, and trade, particularly the automotive and electronics sec-
tors. Overall trade grew rapidly. Those who benefited plausibly became more favor-
able to NAFTA over time, in line with the kinds of material effects we discussed ear-
lier. On the other hand, given that much of the country failed to benefit in any
significant way, it could be that opinion turned negative over time. As described
above, this should be seen in certain sectors and in the south of the country.

Looked at a different way, it could be that NAFTA became disconnected from
material considerations altogether, even though it was principally an economic
instrument. Why this should occur is unclear. It could be that its technocratic, rel-
atively uncontroversial nature and low salience pushed it from people’s minds, and
it disappeared into the forest of international organizations—one among many,
each with its well-defined aims and functions. NAFTA, after all, had no agency or
“actorness”—it did not impose sanctions or close borders or invade countries. It was
stable and static, in addition to being just another trade agreement for Mexico. The
lack of day-to-day relevance perhaps impelled people to place NAFTA in the same
category as any other international organization, neither posing a threat to Mexico
nor offering anything new. On the other hand, the negative relationship between
age and support for NAFTA in important anniversary years (2010 and 2014) pro-
vides another possible noneconomic clue about changes over time. In those years,
Mexico celebrated the bicentennial of independence (2010) and in 2014, the twen-
tieth anniversary of NAFTA’s implementation. It is possible that for older Mexi-
cans, these milestones reactivated nationalist concerns about the effect of the agree-
ment on Mexico.

Additional possible explanations for change over time come from the discus-
sions above about the Trump effect and the declining support for Presidents
Calderén and Pena Nieto. Plausibly, Trump’s campaign and election resulted in
some differences to the structure of support for NAFTA. We could see this change
in the levels of nationalism (i.c., we would see changing opinion among those Mex-
icans who are more nationalist). Alternatively, we could see shifts in opinion among
certain segments of the population, such as those on the left, a group that has his-
torically been skeptical. Furthermore, the serious problems Calderdn faced with the
drug cartels and Pefia Nieto with security issues and corruption could result in a
weakening of the longstanding presidential cue. In other words, we may find that
the president was no longer taken seriously as a cue for support for NAFTA.

DATA AND METHODOLOGY

We take into account a wide variety of variables, in keeping with findings presented
above on public opinion in Europe, Latin America, and elsewhere, in addition to
Mexico. Both the time series and the breadth of potentially significant factors that
we test should give us greater confidence in the findings about the Mexican case and
enable us to theorize Mexican public opinion on NAFTA.

Our analysis extends existing research by examining Mexican opinion over the
course of ten years, through six waves of opinion surveys. The Las Américas y el Mundo
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(LAYEM) survey questions inhabitants of various Latin American countries about their
perspectives on domestic and international politics. It is the only survey in the region
that gathers data on citizens’ attitudes, interest, and knowledge regarding foreign affairs.
‘The project began in Mexico in 2004 and, in 2008, became a regional Latin American
study. In Mexico, national surveys are conducted through a probabilistically represen-
tative sample that allows for the generation of estimations applicable to the totality of
the population of interest, composed of Mexicans aged 18 and older, living in any
entity of the national territory at the time the survey was conducted.?

Our dependent variable is operationalized from the following survey question:
“On a scale from 0 ro 100, where 0 is very unfavorable, 100 very favorable, and 50 is
neither favorable nor unfavorable, what is your opinion of the North American Free
Trade Agreement? If you do not have an opinion or you do not know the organization,
please rell me so.” The dependent variable is this numerical opinion, from 0 to 100.
Data are complete for every survey from 2004 to 2018. However, in the 2004 and
20006 versions, attitudes toward NAFTA were measured in a different way from later
surveys. Beginning in 2008, the survey began to use this 0—100 “thermometer scale”
to measure overall approval or disapproval of NAFTA. Therefore, we use the 2008,
2010, 2012, 2014, 2016, and 2018 editions for the sake of consistency.

As for the explanatory variables, our models draw from other relevant LAYEM
questions.> For hypothesis 1, Material, we use the number of lightbulbs in the
household as a proxy for income, as well as information on sector of employment
and job category and the region where the respondent lives.* For H2, Cognitive, we
use questions about educational attainment, the level of interest in news about Mex-
ican foreign relations, and internet use. For H3, Ideational, we include three vari-
ables: political ideology, attitudes toward nationalism, and attitudes toward eco-
nomic globalization. For H4, Cues, we used four variables: opinion about the
Mexican president, opinion about the United States and Canada, and opinion
about the UN.

RESULTS AND DI1SCUSSION

Figure 1 presents descriptive statistics of Mexican opinion.® Support for NAFTA has
consistently been above the theoretical mean (50 points on scale from 0 to 100). In
2008, the mean was 65.5. Approval dropped slightly in each subsequent survey
wave, so that by 2016, the mean was 59.8. However, opinion became more favor-
able again in 2018, with the mean reaching 63.7 points. This change is plausibly
explained by the events and discourse emanating from the United States, including
bellicose remarks about NAFTA and renegotiations undertaken by the three partner
countries beginning in 2017.

Our statistical analyses tested the hypotheses with linear regression models. We
developed six models, one for each year, and then one model including all the sam-
ples and the year fixed effects (see table 1). It is important to be clear that the bien-
nial survey data and our statistical analyses of the data do not permit us to report
causality per se, so we try to couch our reporting in appropriate terms.
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Table 1. Models Predicting Opinion About NAFTA, 2008-2018
2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018  All years
Coef. Coef. Coef. Coef. Coef. Coef. Coef.
Age —-0.003 —0.118*** -0.083 —0.179*** —0.031 0.058 —0.028**
(0.02) (0.04) (0.05) (0.05) (0.08) (0.05) (0.01)
Income 0.132 0.084 —-0.168 0.073 0.477* 0.052 0.066
(Lightbulbs) (0.14) (0.11) (0.15) (0.18) (0.28) (0.14) (0.06)
Educational 0.378 -0.274 -0.493  -0.959** -0.878 0.192 —-0.193
attainment (0.32) (0.32) (0.37) (0.37) (0.59) (0.43) (0.15)
Interest in foreign  —0.799 1.863** 0.293 0.545 1.218 0.523 0.531*
affairs news (0.53) (0.61) (0.70) (0.73) (1.14) (0.85) (0.29)
Use of internet —3.751%* _0.150 1.309 -1.131 1.100 5.254*** 0.284
(1.43) (1.50) (1.63) (1.60) (2.76) (1.88) (0.68)
Ideology (right) 0.992*** _0.290 0.408* —0.044 0.615  —0.077** —0.054*
(0.23) (0.23) (0.24) (0.25) (0.40) (0.03) (0.03)
Nationalism -0.493 -0.528 0.529 1.977* 1.680 1.406 0.564
(1.10) (1.10) (1.36) (1.09) (1.56) (1.41) (0.50)
Economic 1.247%  2.497*** —0.044 3.908*** 0.553 2.139**  1.964***
globalization (0.64) (0.70) (0.78) (0.73) (1.22) (0.83) (0.31)
Opinion about 0.115** 0.173*** 0.095*** 0.179*** 0.042 0.103*** 0.128***
president (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.04) (0.03) (0.01)
Opinion about 0.121** 0.111** 0.028 0.029 0.209*** 0.159*** 0.107***
USA (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.06) (0.03) (0.01)
Opinion about 0.088*** 0.027 0.093*** 0.098*** 0.061 0.088**  0.075***
Canada (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.05) (0.04) (0.01)
Opinion about 0.408*** 0.413"** 0.446™* 0.340*** 0.456*** 0.459*** 0.426***
UN 0.03)  (0.03)  (0.03) (0.03) (0.0 (0.03)  (0.01)
Geographical region
Center Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref.
North 0.884 0.902 2.602 1.365 -5.190* -1.715 0.849
(1.43) (1.80) (1.75) (1.78) (2.88) (2.01) (0.74)
South-Southeast  2.627 0.166 -2.834 -3.887 -5.146 -0.455 -0.732
(1.83) (1.85) (2.06) (2.46) (3.76) (2.25) (0.89)
Survey year
2008 Ref.
2010 —0.453
(0.85)
2012 1.151
(0.90)
2014 4.503%**
(0.95)
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Table 1. Models Predicting Opinion About NAFTA, 2008-2018 (continued)

2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 All years
Coef. Coef. Coef. Coef. Coef. Coef. Coef.

2016 1.868
(1.26)
2018 10.542%**
(1.03)
Constant 4418  10.059* 18.227*** 17.924"* -3.694 -1.532 4.953**
(5.02) (5.45) (6.90) (6.05) 9.15) (6.94) (2.50)
R_sqr 0.301 0.286 0.250 0.298 0.343 0.402 0.294
Cases 1,303 1,182 1,021 991 400 876 5,773
BIC 11,601.7 10,614.3 9,247.7 8,839.6 3,614.4 7,990.1 51,670.0

*p < 0.05; *p < 0.01; **p < 0.001.

Notes: Linear regression models. Method of estimation: ordinary least squared estimates with
countries’ weights. Robust standard errors in parentheses.

Source: Authors’ calculations based on CIDE, LAYEM

‘What Accounts for
Support for NAFTA?

Three striking findings emerge from the data. First, our observations indicate that
Mexicans no longer associate NAFTA with economic outcomes, but rather with the
UN, another international organization whose role is quite distinct from trade,
investment, and other economic objectives. Attitudes toward the UN are highly sig-
nificant and strong predictors of NAFTA opinion in every year. This is a very impor-
tant finding because the UN provides Mexico with no immediate material benefit
and is not a regional organization. If confirmed, this finding would suggest that
Mexicans understand NAFTA as not solely the purview of the president or simply
an economic partnership or a tool in Mexico’s economic toolbox, but rather as rep-
resenting the emergence of Mexico as a partner in rules-based international organi-
zations. In other words, to Mexicans, NAFTA may be about international order, the
rules of the game, and perhaps Mexico’s role as an international partner, rather than
about getting rich, either as an individual or as a nation.

Other cueing variables are also associated with NAFTA opinion. Attitudes
toward the Mexican president and the North American partners are highly signifi-
cant in most years but with lower effects than attitudes toward the UN. As in other
studies of Latin America and Mexico, perspectives on the Mexican president are sig-
nificant (positive) predictors (Davis 1998; Davis et al. 1998; Seligson 1999; Beliz
and Chelala 2016; Deutschmann and Minkus 2018). This is the case for every year
(and all years combined) except 2016, by which point President Pefia Nieto was
tainted by scandals and suffering from low approval ratings, even though approval
of NAFTA itself remained high (Zamora Saenz 2017). Quite possibly, respondents
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dissociated the president from free trade policy, and he no longer served as a cue for
public opinion.

In several years, attitudes about the United States and Canada are also related to
opinion on NAFTA. In every polling year except 2012 and 2014 (plus the combined-
years variable), US opinion is positively associated with opinion about NAFTA, as
expected, and statistically significant. Opinion about Canada is also positively associ-
ated with NAFTA support in various years (but not in 2010 or 2016). Nevertheless,
statistical results suggest that NAFTA is seen less as a project of the president or a
proxy for opinion about regional partner countries and increasingly as another rules-
based international organization whose purpose is now something other than simple
economic benefits. In fact, the international organization cue has more explanatory
power than the presidential, the US, and the Canadian cues combined.

Results from regions reinforce this initial finding. Despite common assump-
tions that NAFTA benefited the north of Mexico far more than other regions and
widespread perceptions that northerners are more favorable to NAFTA, being from
the north simply has no statistically significant association at all with support for
NAFTA. Nor does being from the south in most years. Mexicans from the north
appear to be much more opposed to NAFTA in 2016, but in other years this vari-
able was not statistically significant. These regional results are very revealing, given
received assumptions and the impact on tradable sectors, but perhaps they would be
less surprising if NAFTA’s “economicness” were substituted in the minds of Mexi-
cans with a sense in which NAFTA is another tool in the country’s international
toolbox—rpredictable, ordinary, but not necessarily material in nature.

Second, we see a plausible “Trump effect” in 2016 and 2018, as the relevance
of opinion about the United States became stronger and (in 2018) leftists were
slightly more supportive of NAFTA (even though leftists have often expressed deep
criticism of its neoliberal bias). This change could have been caused by Trump’s crit-
icism of NAFTA (and of Mexicans), given that NAFTA itself did not change in a
more progressive direction. Also, the pooled data combining all years show that in
2018, respondents were dramatically more positive about NAFTA in comparison to
2008. Ironically, Trump could have been more of a presidential cue for Mexicans
(in a negative sense) than the Mexican president himself.

Third, variables that are associated with attitudes toward regionalism in other
parts of the world (especially Europe) have very little or no impact in the case of
NAFTA. Their statistical significance is patchy, and their impact is weak and incon-
sistent. This is especially the case with individual material well-being and national-
ism, and to a lesser extent left-right ideology, age, and education. Mexicans’ views
of NAFTA are not associated with nationalistic anti-integrationist opinion, for
example, as often occurs in Europe. In the EU, threats and crises often provoke a
nationalistic response, as we saw in the dual Euro and migration crises over the past
decade. In fact, during the Trump assault, Mexicans’ opinion of NAFTA rose rap-
idly. The one ideational variable that was associated with support for NAFTA was
opinion about economic globalization, which is (unsurprisingly) positively associ-
ated with NAFTA in some years (not 2012 or 2016), and the effect is very strong.
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This globalization result is the only hint we get that utilitarian rationales may
matter—albeit at a more abstract level.

On the other hand, individual characteristics appear to be weak explanatory
variables. Age is significant only in 2010, 2014, and all years combined. In both
years, the relation is negative—younger respondents are associated with more pro-
NAFTA opinion. This is possibly because of the media attention around NAFTA’s
twentieth anniversary in 2014 and the bicentennial in 2010, celebrating the initia-
tion of the Mexican independence struggle. It is possible that old arguments about
the value of NAFTA for Mexico were reactivated during these two anniversary
moments and that older Mexicans voiced negative opinions. However, we do not
know if media attention had any effect at all, as our results are inconclusive. Here,
material well-being never explains opinion, unlike other studies.

Education is significant in 2014, with a negative relation. The twentieth
anniversary of the agreement plausibly highlighted the positive impact of NAFTA
on less-skilled workers, leading the less educated to voice more support, though this
is conjecture. Interest in foreign affairs news is a highly significant and strong esti-
mate of NAFTA support in 2010 and in all years combined. This variable may be
measuring education levels as proxied by media interest, though we cannot be sure.
We also measured internet use and found a negative relationship to NAFTA in
2008, but positive in 2018. Television use is insignificant as a predictor, and we
have omitted it from table 1. In short, cognitive explanations appear to be weak and
shifting.

Left-right ideational factors are generally not associated with NAFTA opinion,
and the same is true for party affiliation. Right ideology is positively associated with
NAFTA support in 2008 (and very significant and strong), but ideology is only sig-
nificant in one other year (2018), and by this time the effect is negative, suggesting
that leftists are more closely associated with favorable NAFTA opinion. This, too, is
potentially due to the Trump effect, given that leftists have not historically been
supportive of Mexico’s neoliberal policy of trade opening.

Considering the year effects, over the ten-year period of study, Mexican opin-
ion on NAFTA only changed in a statistically significant way in 2014 (the 20th
anniversary of the agreement), and in 2018 (during the renegotiation). The impact
as measured by the coefficient was very strong in those years, particularly in 2018,
plausibly as a result of the publicity surrounding the renegotiations and the threat
posed to the agreement by Trump. It is possible that events such as the twentieth
anniversary of NAFTA in 2014 reactivated some of the arguments about NAFTA
among the older generations. Finally, we note that the explanatory value of the
models increased over the ten-year period.
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PoLiticAL ECONOMY EXPLANATIONS

Given NAFTA’s significance for the Mexican economy and the plausible economic
rationales for public opinion, we report these data separately here. Our datasets con-
tain information in all years on the sector in which the respondent was employed.
The categories are public sector, agriculture, fisheries and livestock, industry, com-
merce, construction, education, services, and other. However, we found virtually no
association between levels of support for NAFTA and these occupational sectors (see
online appendix 3). Those in industry were more positive in 2008, those in con-
struction in 2014, and those in fishing and livestock in 2016. Why this occurred is
unclear, though given the size of the coeflicient for the fishing and livestock sector
in 2016, it seems that those respondents may have seen a Trump threat to their
exports. Commerce as an occupation predicted approval only in 2008. These results
give us enough confidence that we can reject sectoral explanations as possible pre-
dictors of NAFTA support.

Next we examined the relationship between skill levels and NAFTA opinion
(online appendix 4). Data are limited here, but we do have information in every year
for those people engaged in activities outside formal employment: working in the
home, student, retired, and unemployed. Employed persons are the reference cate-
gory. This test assumes that categories such as home workers represent people in
lower-skilled activities than those in employment. Home workers were more favor-
able to NAFTA in 2018, and the unemployed in 2010 (see online appendix). Being
a retired person never predicted NAFTA support. Students were favorable to
NAFTA only in 2016.

Finally, we report results on skills as represented by position of employment
(see online appendix 5). We have data on several categories of occupation in 2008
and 2010, and in 2016, our data show more specific occupational categories, with
differences in presumed skill levels. Taking “Manager or Director” as the reference
category, we can see that differences in occupations make no statistically significant
difference in support for NAFTA. In fact, the cueing variables—especially the UN
variable—continue to be statistically very significant and to have a strong impact,
even with these additional variables as controls. In summary, we feel confident in
rejecting political economy variables as explanations.

CONCLUSIONS

The central findings of this study have very important implications for policymakers
and researchers alike. Free trade agreements have significance for democratic
accountability. The finding that Mexicans associate NAFTA with the UN—another
international organization but with very different roles and attributes—suggests that
NAFTA may play an important role in Mexican thinking. Indeed, we see a potential
divergence between elite views of NAFTA as a development tool and citizen views
of NAFTA as an international organization. In its guise as a rules-based organiza-
tion, NAFTA may make it easier to hold public officials to account in Mexico, given
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their commitments. It also (in theory at least) makes it easier for Mexico to constrain
its powerful neighbor. We do not know whether Mexicans will have a different atti-
tude toward the new agreement, the USMCA.

This does not mean that NAFTA became less important for Mexicans; rather
that its importance evolved from being a means to create wealth to a means to par-
ticipate in the international system. The absence of a subnational regional effect in
Mexican support lends additional credibility to the argument that NAFTA was not
associated simply with economic outcomes in the minds of Mexicans. Moreover,
when threatened, Mexicans rallied behind NAFTA, including those on the left,
who traditionally had opposed NAFTA. The upshot here is that Mexicans are not
like Europeans, who tend to see the EU through nationalist, materialist, and ideo-
logical lenses.

We suggest new avenues to address some of the limits of these findings. First,
there is much more to learn about how cueing works. Are we witnessing the decline
of the Mexican president cue (Davis 1998) as citizens separate their views of the
president from their opinion of NAFTA and other external agreements? Second, do
we have the direction of effect right when we speak of the importance of the United
States as a cue for support of NAFTA? Some research suggests that the relationship
could be the reverse—that opinion about NAFTA is what leads to changing atti-
tudes toward the United States (Flores-Macias and Sdnchez-Talanquer 2019).

Third, our data show the relevance of the United Nations as an important
cue for Mexican opinion on NAFTA. But how (and why) does an international
organization take the place of a president or a powerful trading partner as a guide
for opinion on a regional economic agreement? We have posited that this occurs
when respondents begin to see the regional agreement in a new light—one among
many international organizations of which their country is part. Thus there could
be a dawning realization that an agreement such as NAFTA serves purposes other
than material wealth. Nevertheless, we need to know more about whether inter-
national organizations have fixed and exogenous effects on opinion over time, or
whether a process of (de)legitimizing (through elite discursive practices or through
actual events) takes place and affects opinion (Dellmuth and Tallberg 2021; John-
son 2011).

Fourth, the literature provides a much clearer guide to how people feel about
regional organizations than whether they feel anything at all. Researchers should
examine why the propensity to respond to survey questions changes over time. It
may be due to changes in the structure of the economic relationship between
Mexico and the United States or to specific economic circumstances, such as exoge-
nous economic shocks. Or it could be due to the arrival of new political elites with
alternative narratives about the relationship, such as Trump (Shiller 2019). We
simply have no roadmap to answer this question from among existing published
works. Answers to these questions will help us shed more light on these important
relationships and could serve as a guide to examining public opinion in other devel-
oping countries.
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NOTES

The authors wish to thank José Miguel Olvera for his invaluable assistance at various
stages of this research. An earlier version of the article was presented in the research seminar
of the Divisién de Estudios Internacionales, CIDE, and the authors would like to thank col-
leagues for their feedback and comments.

1. The data in this paragraph come from the Office of the United States Trade Repre-
sentative, https://ustr.gov/countries-regions/americas/mexico. Accessed March 26, 2021.

2. See more information about the surveys in the online appendix.

3. For more details about the precise question wording and codification of answers used
in the analysis, see the online appendix.

4. The household income questions normally result in many nonresponses. The light-
bulb question is answered by almost all respondents, and it correlates strongly with income.

5. We were also able to test for the effect of respondents’ perceptions of national eco-
nomic conditions. Respondents answered one question on how well they thought the country
was doing economically; however, that variable was inconclusive in determining support for
NAFTA. We did not, unfortunately, have data to enable us to test for similar perceptions of
security conditions.

6. Data show that the response rate—that is, the percentage of people who had an opin-
ion about NAFTA—declined steadily over the period of this study. From 2008 to 2016, the
level of those who responded to the NAFTA question declined sharply from 80 percent to 56
percent. We do not address this issue here but note that it is a relevant issue and deserves fur-
ther analysis.
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