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Abstract: One of the central models in the study of international political economy
holds that actors’ preferences about economic issues like trade are a function of their
economic interests as represented by their position in the global economy. Recent empir-
ical work investigating the relationship between economic interests and trade attitudes,
however, has found mixed results, leading to a new wave of experimental studies that
point to the role of information in explaining why economic interests fail to predict eco-
nomic preferences. But what kinds of information about trade are citizens exposed to
in the real world, and what effect does it have on how they think about trade? This
study combines survey data from an original 13 month national panel survey in the
United States with individual-level behavioral measures of media consumption derived
from web tracking data, to explore what news about trade Americans are exposed to in a
naturalistic setting, and how it shapes their trade preferences. We find that most Amer-
icans are exposed to relatively little news about trade, but that the kind of trade news
Americans are exposed to in the real world does not magnify the effects of economic in-
terests; instead, we find some evidence that trade news affects trade preferences through
sociotropic rather than pocketbook pathways, as Americans become more supportive of
trade the more positive stories about trade they see.
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