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Abstract:  

The proliferation of free trade agreements (FTAs) is a well documented trend in the 

current era of globalization. President Obama announced

that he will pursue the negotiation of 

would be the largest bilateral trade agreement ever concluded and has already generated vigorous 

debate. These agreements are inhere

politics and international relations in complex ways

and politically salient issues that 

the deep impact that FTAs have had and will continue to have is to develop a fuller 

understanding of why they are formed.  This study 

formation of US free trade agreements.  Using

expressed positions of Congressman will be coded into variables indicating specific categories of 

political and economic concerns. Arguments concerning the characteristics of partner states as 

well as the different preferences of representatives will be used in regression analysis to explain 

the variation in Congressmen’s positive and negative remarks about pending agreements. This 

will contribute to the literature on FTA formation by providing a systematic, large

specific motivations behind these contentious agreements. 
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The proliferation of free trade agreements (FTAs) is a well documented trend in the 

President Obama announced in his 2013 State of the Union address

negotiation of FTAs with partners in Asia as well as the EU. 

would be the largest bilateral trade agreement ever concluded and has already generated vigorous 

agreements are inherently intertwined with the multilateral trade regime, domestic 

politics and international relations in complex ways. As such they routinely raise

and politically salient issues that are publicly debated. An important component in understanding 

the deep impact that FTAs have had and will continue to have is to develop a fuller 

understanding of why they are formed.  This study explains the motivations driving the 

formation of US free trade agreements.  Using speeches in the Congressional Record, the 

expressed positions of Congressman will be coded into variables indicating specific categories of 

political and economic concerns. Arguments concerning the characteristics of partner states as 

t preferences of representatives will be used in regression analysis to explain 

the variation in Congressmen’s positive and negative remarks about pending agreements. This 

will contribute to the literature on FTA formation by providing a systematic, large

specific motivations behind these contentious agreements.  

US Free Trade Agreements 

email (at end of this document and attached separately)  

The proliferation of free trade agreements (FTAs) is a well documented trend in the 

State of the Union address 

with partners in Asia as well as the EU. The latter 

would be the largest bilateral trade agreement ever concluded and has already generated vigorous 

ntly intertwined with the multilateral trade regime, domestic 

. As such they routinely raise economically 

An important component in understanding 

the deep impact that FTAs have had and will continue to have is to develop a fuller 

the motivations driving the 

speeches in the Congressional Record, the 

expressed positions of Congressman will be coded into variables indicating specific categories of 

political and economic concerns. Arguments concerning the characteristics of partner states as 

t preferences of representatives will be used in regression analysis to explain 

the variation in Congressmen’s positive and negative remarks about pending agreements. This 

will contribute to the literature on FTA formation by providing a systematic, large-N study of the 



Proposal: On February 12
th

 President Obama announced in his State of the Union 

address that he will pursue the negotiation of free trade agreements
1
 such as the Trans-Pacific 

Partnership and the EU-US Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership. The latter is poised 

to become the largest free trade agreement every negotiated and has already generated vigorous 

domestic and international debate. The profound contentiousness and impact of agreements such 

as these is magnified by their rapid proliferation.  There were 354 free trade agreements in force 

as of January, 2013.
2i

 The WTO has received notifications of over 200 more in negotiation. 

Free trade agreements (FTAs) change the face of trade patterns and domestic production 

as some industries gain while others lose competitiveness. Internationally, these agreements can 

cement good relations with partner states
3
 by granting preferential market access and ensuring a 

stable trading environment. At the same time this spurs competition with other states that are 

boxed out of the preferential market and generates resentment that the agreements undermine 

multilateral WTO trade negotiations.  In addition, many FTAs incorporate deeper forms of 

integration by stipulating environmental and labor provisions that dictate domestic policies.  

Informal provisions can involve cooperation concerning joint or individual foreign policy goals. 

The rapid increase in the number and scope of these agreements has raised many 

theoretical questions with practical applications. Are these agreements motivated by political or 

economic concerns? Do policy makers view these agreements as a substitute for stalled global 

trade negotiations? Do states form these agreements to compete with other states that are forming 

their own agreements? Which of these motivations are present, and which are more important in 

explaining the FTAs that are formed is ultimately an empirical question. It is an important area 

                                                           
1
 Also known as:  preferential trade agreements, bilateral trade agreements or regional trade agreements. Agreements 

with deeper levels of integration such as common markets and customs unions are often also included. 
2
 Counting goods and services separately 

3
 The term states refers to other countries (not US states) 



of research to capture these motivations in order to explain the existing agreements as well as to 

shed light on which agreements will be forged in the future.  The literature consists largely of 

theoretical arguments and case studies related to these issues. While certainly informative, there 

are few large-N quantitative studies that systematically assess varying motivations. The value 

added of the research proposed here is to capture a broad realm of political and economic 

arguments in specific and nuanced ways. This takes into account features of the partner state, the 

international arena, and domestic politics. The data generated will also advance the field as 

others may find this data useful in their own research to answer a broad range of questions.   

Research Design: This study seeks to explain why policymakers take the positions they 

do concerning the passage of an FTA.
4
  I focus on the passage of FTAs in the US Congress by 

utilizing speeches in the Congressional Record.
5
 The dependent variable(s) in the regression 

analysis will be created by coding the content of these speeches. To capture economic 

motivations, coding will reflect broad economic arguments as well as more specific mentions of 

subcategories such as impact on jobs, fair trade issues, labor rights, and status of WTO 

negotiations. For political motivations, coding will capture mentions of the other states’ human 

rights and democracy status, existing or future base rights, alliances and general mentions of 

national relations. These mentions can then be aggregated into positive and negative economic 

and political indices for each representative for each FTA. The independent variables will reflect 

international and state level features that vary over time and agreement as well as varying 

characteristics of Congressmen that suggest they might view these features differently. As an 

example of the latter, if the partner has different factor endowments a representative from an 

import competing district may be more likely to speak about the potential negative impact on 

                                                           
4
 I will examine what specific motivations are in play for FTAs that have already been negotiated but not ratified  

5
 The US has currently ratified free trade agreements with 20 countries.  



jobs while a representative from an export oriented district may view the same exact agreement 

as job creating. The indices created from aggregate positive and negative mentions can then be 

used in a second regression to predict Congressmen’s votes on each FTA.
6
 This is a systematic 

way of determining whether the signing of agreements is dominated by political or economic 

concerns. In order to utilize this research design, it is necessary to code the data from 

Congressional speeches on FTAs- a daunting task.
7
 With funds from this grant I will complete a 

PILOT study by hiring two students to code the data from at least two Congresses. 

Outcomes/ Success: Success will be measured by three main achievements. First, a 

PILOT study is necessary to demonstrate the feasibility of the project as well as present 

interesting preliminary findings. This is instrumental in applying for external funding to 

complete the larger coding project. I am currently a fellow in the Bauer grant writing workshop. 

In conjunction with this workshop, I plan to apply for external funding for this project within the 

next year. Second, the data will be used to publish at least two scholarly articles and provide the 

opportunity to present exciting new material at academic conferences. This research will also 

provide a stepping stone towards writing other papers connected to my broader research agenda 

explaining FTA formation across a variety of developed and less developed countries. External 

funding, journal publications, a prominent dataset, conference presentations and networking with 

other scholars in the field will enhance the visibility of my research agenda, the Department, and 

the University.  Finally, this project gives students the opportunity to learn analytical and data 

related skills helpful for many careers as well as their own research.   I plan to involve them fully 

by explaining the arguments to be tested here and training them  in data coding procedures.  

                                                           
6
 Every FTA that has been presented to Congress has eventually been ratified. Note that I will be explaining which 

motivations drive individual votes, not which agreements passed.  
7
 Speeches are identified by searching the key words “free trade agreement” Debates span 15 Congresses (99

th
-113

th
) 

Over 5,000 speeches must ultimately be coded in 



Budget Justification and Timeline  

 

Task  Date 

Selecting two research assistants; filing paperwork 

for hire  

Spring 2013 

Perfecting coding rules; inter-coder reliability check May 2013 

Coding speeches June- July 2013 

Analysis of preliminary results August 2013 

Application for external funding; conference 

presentations 

Fall 2013- Spring 2014 

 

I am requesting funding for two student assistants to code the speeches in the Congressional 

Record pertaining to US free trade agreements. The coding process will begin in late May and 

last throughout the summer. Both students will assist in strengthening coding rules as well as 

actually coding the speech data. Having two assistants allows for inter-coder reliability checks as 

both coders can enter data for the same selected speeches in each Congress. The graduate student 

will also be expected to perform searches of the literature as needed and assist in conducting 

preliminary analysis of the data. The experience that the students will gain from this opportunity 

will be invaluable in helping them to independently conduct their own research, understand 

scholarly articles in the field, and sharpen analytical skills for a wide variety of careers.   

 

Personnel Hours/week Weeks Pay rate Total 
Salary 
Requested 

Fringe Total 

       

GRA assistant 20 8 14 2240 172.48     

2412.48 

       

UG assistant 20 8 12 1920 NA 1920.00 

       

Total Requested      4332.48 

 

I am requesting funding for two conference trips to both disseminate findings and meet with 

prominent scholars on free trade agreements. 

 

Airfare Travel to and from 
Airport  

Hotel  Meals Total 
Requested 

400 50 150 50 650 

 

Total requested: $4982.48 
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