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Abstract
Public opinion about how trade and security concerns are linked has important implications for
foreign policy. While studies have shown that citizens are skeptical about trade with enemy
states, political discourse has used security concerns both to justify and oppose trade
protectionism. This study tests whether information primes about how trade affects national
security risks can sway public opinion even in the context of an existing conflict. In a nationally
representative survey experiment, Ukrainian citizens report more optimistic beliefs about
political and economic effects of trade with Russia (involved in an ongoing conflict with Ukraine
since 2014) when primed that trade decreases the security risks. Conversely, an information
prime that trade increases security risks is met with greater pessimism about trade. However,
attitudes about bilateral trade with a non-threatening trading partner (the EU) are unaffected by
either prime. Thus, framing the security effects of trade matters for public opinion about trade,
but only when the security threat is salient.
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Introduction
One of the most significant research questions in International Political Economy in
recent years has been understanding factors that influence public opinion about trade. Classical
trade theory predicts, and empirical evidence confirms, that people with differing economic
interests tend to have divergent beliefs about trade and trade policy preferences (O’Rourke and
Sinnot 2001, Walter 2010). Additionally, survey experimental research has shown that frames
that prime different economic consequences of trade significantly alter individuals’ expressed
attitudes toward trade (Hiscox 2006, Naoi and Kume 2015). Research on public opinion about
trade has overwhelmingly focused on the economic effects of trade on people’s attitudes.
However, recent findings indicate that attitudes about trade (particularly bilateral trade) are often
heavily influenced by the identity of potential trade partners (DiGuiseppe and Kleinberg 2019,
Carnegie and Gaikwad 2019) and the political rhetoric that is employed around trade (Naoi and
Urata 2013).
In this study, we consider how framing effects and the potential choice of information
primes about the security effects of trade influence public opinion. Importantly, to understand the
limitations and political importance of such framing effects, we explore them in a context with
an actual, rather than hypothetical, security crisis. We also seek to unpack trade preferences by
examining not simply approval for trade with a specific partner, but beliefs about the political
versus economic consequences of increasing trade to see how security primes affect each. Both
in this crisis and more generally, the link between security and trade is frequently invoked in
real-world political discussions about trade and widely debated in the academic literature. While
it has been demonstrated that there is a preference for trade with allies over enemies, less is
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understood about how the perceived effects of trade on the likelihood of security crises (and the
political framing of such effects) might mediate these preferences.
Empirical evidence in the academic literature exists for two competing hypotheses about
the link between trade and conflict: 1) that trade flows decrease security risks (a longstanding
liberal argument) or 2) that trade increases security risks from a trading partner. Unlike economic
concerns, where distributional effects of trade mean that both positive and negative effects of
trade occur simultaneously (albeit affecting different portions of the population), only one of
these arguments can be true at a given time in a bilateral trade relationship. However, we argue
that experimental primes with information about how trade influences security may mediate
people’s aversion to trading with an enemy. Can trade with an adversary be made palatable to the
general public? Can framing effects impact whether citizens are willing to trade with threatening
states? Does changing attitudes about the security effects of trade affect assessments of the
economic, or only the political, effects of trade? These questions have become increasingly
important in recent years due to prominent political discussions and policy decisions about how
to best structure future economic relations between the US and EU, on one hand, and countries
widely seen as security threats, such as China, Russia, and Iran, on the other.
Understanding how public opinion about security concerns influence attitudes towards
trade is important for several reasons. First, despite evidence that conflictual relations do impede
trade flows, a considerable amount of trade persists between countries even during war (Barbieri
and Levy 1999; Giltner 1997; Grinberg 2019; Levy and Barbieri 2004; Morrow 1997).
Additionally, high volumes of trade routinely flow between states that view each other as
security threats. Since these trade flows persist, they have underexplored political causes and
effects which depend on public opinion (as well as other political factors, such as special
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interests, that have been more fully studied elsewhere). Second, states frequently use measures
related to trade (i.e., trade agreements as positive incentives, or tariffs and sanctions as negative
incentives) to influence other states’ behavior. For states wishing to pursue such foreign policy
measures, it is useful to be able to justify to the public why some adversaries get trade
agreements and others trade restrictions. While some have focused on public opinion’s potential
to constrain states’ foreign policy decisions (Davis 2009), this study emphasizes that public
opinion on trade and security issues is malleable. This research, therefore, provides greater
insight into one mechanism by which “elites not only follow but also lead public opinion” (Rho
and Tomz 2017, S104-S105). Indeed, this study shows that elites may be able to influence
public opinion by selectively deploying information about whether trade relationships will help
or harm national security. This may help explain how continuing trade with an adversary is
viewed as more or less politically feasible under different circumstances.
While the public is generally uninformed about the nuances of trade policy, they are
periodically exposed to political narratives that attempt to frame trade using appeals to its
security effects. As DiGiuseppe and Kleinberg (2019) point out, numerous political discussions
of trade agreements emphasize their geopolitical and security, as well as economic, implications
(for recent examples, see Hudson Institute 2018; Swanson and Mozur 2019; White House 2017).
Skonieczny (2018) documents the lobbying narratives constructed to promote more pro-trade
attitudes and policies toward Russia and China in the US Congress in 2000 and 2012, showing
that real-life political actors invest in and respond to different frames about trading with
threatening partners. At times, these types of political narratives have encouraged trade with
otherwise questionable trading partners as a means of creating common interests, increasing
geopolitical influence or reducing security threats. At other times, political narratives have used
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security concerns to defend trade protectionism. Thus, while the public is not likely to be fully
informed about the linkages between the security and economic effects of trade, a variety of
elites (both those advocating free trade and those advocating protectionism) regularly expose the
public to rhetoric about security concerns in their discussion of trade.
By examining whether security concerns about trade are subject to framing effects, this
study provides insight into whether this type of political narrative actually impacts public
opinion about trade with both adversaries and other trading partners. We present survey
experimental evidence indicating that information primes cueing increased or decreased security
risk from trade can influence public opinion about trade’s desirability. Specifically, we use two
experimental treatments, indicating that trade alters the likelihood of conflict with the trading
partner, and a control group to examine how such information influences beliefs about the
economic and political effects of trade. These treatments are more complex than many survey
experimental treatments and provide not only a statement of the effect of trade, but also a
plausible explanation for both directions and a policy conclusion that follows from that
relationship between trade and security. The first treatment, an “Increase Risk” prime, states
briefly that trade increases the security risk from a trade partner by increasing their military
capability, thus, giving states a reason to trade with friends, but not adversaries. The second
treatment, a “Decrease Risk prime,” states briefly that trade decreases the security risk from a
trade partner by creating common interests, thus, giving states reason to trade with both friends
and adversaries.
Respondents then report not simply whether they support or oppose trade (with given
partners) as is common in survey experiments on attitudes towards trade, but also what they
believe the effects of bilateral trade are both politically and economically. Additionally, they
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report beliefs about the effects of trade both with an adversary and with a more friendly trading
partner. Using these measures allows for nuanced analysis of the effects of the information
primes and avoids ambiguity over how much security concerns compete with or complement
economic concerns in the creation of trade preferences.
We hypothesize that respondents who randomly receive the decreased security risk prime
will hold more positive views about the effects of greater trade with a threatening trading partner.
Conversely, those who are primed with information that trade increases the security threat are
expected to hold more negative views of trade with said partner, relative to both a control group
and the decreased risk group. We hypothesize that the effects of arguments about the security
impacts of trade are dependent upon public perceptions of how threatening the trade partner is.
For priming about the security impact of trade to matter, security must be a salient part of the
public’s understanding about the relationship with that trade partner. If security concerns do not
exist in a relationship with a trading partner, then priming potential effects of trade on security
should not influence attitudes about trade with them.
We test these hypotheses in the context of an actual security crisis to ensure that the
effects of the experimental information primes are relevant and meaningful to survey
respondents. In this setting, we assume that the salience of the security threat is an important
input to respondents’ opinions. This alleviates concerns that responses simply reflect the limited
information provided in a hypothetical survey prompt. We chose a setting of actual warfare
(rather than rivalry) because war should evoke the strongest public aversion to trading with the
enemy and present the greatest barrier to using information primes to soften attitudes towards
trade with the enemy. Thus, our hypotheses are not trivial.
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We use original data on a nationally representative sample of Ukrainians about their
opinions on trade with Russia and the European Union (as a non-threatening trade partner for
comparison) in 2019. Historically, these are Ukraine’s two most important trading partners.
However, since 2014, Russia has annexed Ukrainian territory, sponsored armed rebellion and
sent military personnel and hardware into Eastern Ukraine, and seized Ukrainian naval vessels.
By early 2019, this conflict had produced over 13,000 deaths, 30,000 wounded, and 1.5 million
internally displaced persons in Ukraine, indicating a highly salient and continuing security threat
at the time of the survey.
Despite the complexity of the experimental treatments and the existing political salience
of the conflict, we find that, even in this context, trade with Russia is viewed as having more
positive economic and political effects by those who receive an informational treatment that
trade reduces the risk of war than by the control group. Similarly, despite the high level of
knowledge about the conflict and Russian aggression that exists in Ukrainian society, primes
indicating that trade increases the security risks makes Ukrainians even more pessimistic about
trade with Russia. However, while people have more positive attitudes about trade with the EU
than they do with Russia (as would be predicted by previous studies about aversion to trade with
adversaries), the randomized primes about trade and security risk do not significantly change
attitudes about trade with the EU. Thus, at low threat levels, such as those that the EU presents to
Ukraine, security concerns about trade appear to have no effect on beliefs about trade. This may
be specific to the EU as we discuss below. However, when a security threat is non-negligible,
providing people with specific framing or information about the effects of trade on the security
risk can change public opinion. These findings provide important insights into how real life
political narratives (from media or elites) may be able to invoke security rhetoric in order to

7

manage public opinion. If successful, such manipulation can alleviate the constraints of public
opinion and permit policy measures ranging from tariffs to trade agreements involving
adversaries.

Security and Public Opinion about Trade
Security concerns periodically feature in political debates about trade and trade
agreements. Both those arguing in favor of and against policies that promote trade with a
domestically unpopular partner have been known to invoke security concerns as a justification
for their preferred policy outcome (Bailey 2003; Carnegie and Gaikwad 2019; DiGiuseppe and
Kleinberg 2019; Skonieczny 2018). The academic literature supports a broad range of potential
arguments about how trade affects security for those wishing to employ security concerns in their
narrative about trade. Arguments about the effects of trade on security include 1) trade decreases
the risk of conflict; 2) there is no relationship between trade and risk of war; and 3) trade partners
are more capable of aggression due to the gains from trade. According to the first, the economic
opportunity costs of conflict between trade partners can serve as a deterrent to war (Oneal et al.
1996; Oneal and Russet 1997; Polachek 1980). Trade may also align states interests (FloresMacias and Kreps 2013), provide greater information about state capability (Bearce 2003) or
allow more credible communication between states (Gartzke, Li and Boehmer 2001). According
to the third view, the economic benefits of trade can enhance the military capabilities of a trading
partner allowing them to more freely pursue aggression (Gowa 1989; Gowa and Mansfield
1993.)
Given these academic arguments and their political deployment, whether an individual
will support trading with the enemy should depend on their beliefs about the overall risk of war
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(high or low) with that competitor. It also, importantly, depends on how people think trade
influences that risk. Correspondingly, the effect of security concerns on views of bilateral trade
with more friendly partners should depend on the probability that increasing that the partners’
military and economic capability will have a positive or negative effect on one’s own security.
We know almost nothing about how the competing ideas outlined above might influence the
public or how the effectiveness of attempts to influence public opinion might depend on the
context.
A few recent survey experiments have sought to understand the effects of security
concerns on support for trade agreements with different partners (Carnegie and Gaikwad 2019;
Chen, Pevehouse, and Powers 2017; DiGiuseppe and Kleinberg 2019; Herrmann, Tetlock and
Diascro 2001). All find that measures of geopolitical concerns (generally whether a state is an
ally or adversary) significantly change preferences for trade agreements or policies that
encourage trade. DiGiuseppe and Kleinberg (2019) unpack the ally/adversary dichotomy,
correctly noting that many potential trading partners do not fit either category. They find that
support for trade diminishes for states that are rivals, enemies of enemies, and states that
cooperate with enemies. We agree with their assessment that further research into attitudes
towards trade with states that are neither allies nor adversaries is warranted. We hope to explore
some of this nuance in the Ukrainian case. However, most previous studies (Carnegie and
Gaikwad being a lone exception) do not consider the effects of beliefs that trade will increase or
decrease the risk of war. They do not address how trade’s impacts on security risks might change
attitudes about trade with another country within the category of ally or enemy. In Carnegie and
Gaikwad (2019) they do consider that trade can impact both the probability that war breaks out
and the probability of winning the war. Thus, their survey experiment indicates both whether the
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potential trading partner is an ally or an adversary and independently randomizes both whether
trade will benefit the other country’s military and whether it will reduce the possibility of a
conflict between that country and the United States. They find that if trade augments military
capability it decreases support for trade with adversaries, but neither increases nor decreases
support for trade with allies. In contrast to the simple dichotomy between preferring trade with
an ally and spurning trade with an adversary, they find that when told that trade decreases the
risk of war, respondents increase their support for trade with both adversaries and allies.
Nearly all the previous evidence on the impact of security concerns on trade has reflected
public opinion in the United States. 1 While the United States is an important case, it is
exceptional in its international influence, economic size and military strength. Perhaps as a
consequence, Americans are less aware of foreign policy and international relations concerns
than citizens of other states (Bennett 2003; Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; Holsti 1996). As
Chen, et al. (2017) note, “It is possible…that geopolitical theories of trade are too far removed
from the every-day experiences of individual voters” (9). They argue that voters are less likely to
notice or observe the geopolitical effects of trade than they are to see its economic effects. This
concern is exacerbated when considering American respondents because Americans’ security
concerns tend to be quite different from security concerns in most of the world. The United
States is a dominant military power, thus security concerns to Americans tend to be threats to
American interests or geopolitical power, not concerns about direct conflict. Thus, while the
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Partial exceptions are Sattler and Schweinberger (2019) which includes survey experiments

from Australia and Germany in addition to the United States and Carnegie and Gaikwad which
contains a secondary analysis of data from India as well as the United States.
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concern that geopolitical theories of trade are too far removed from individual citizens’
experience is likely to be true in the US, it is less likely to be true elsewhere, and least likely to
be true in the context of a country experiencing conflict.
Additionally, economically, the US has a larger domestic economy and quite a diversified
trade portfolio. This reduces the extent to which the US is economically dependent on any one
trade partner. Since asymmetric trade dependence may have different security effects for the less
dependent party than for the more dependent (Keohane and Nye 1977), the dominant economic
position of the United States potentially reduces further the already low risk of conflict that is
being primed. Thus, attempts to understand how much public opinion views the importance of
the security effects of trade in determining attitudes about bilateral trade using the United States,
while important, may not be representative of public opinion globally. Citizens of very few
countries are expected to be as unconcerned about trade or their own security as citizens in the
US.
Of course, focusing on any single environment runs the risk that findings from that
context are not generalizable. Since this paper focuses on data from Ukraine, it is also not
representative of public opinion globally. However, Ukraine differs importantly from the United
States along a number of dimensions and thus makes a good case study and useful extension of
existing findings. In contrast with the United States, Ukraine, is a small country. This means that
is more dependent on many of their trade partners than those partners are on them. Ukraine also
tends to do a great deal of trade with just a handful of countries, making each trade relationship
more important to the Ukrainian economy. It also means that trade and foreign policy tend to be
more important and salient in domestic politics. In Ukraine, questions of trade have long had
linkages to geopolitical attitudes and are inextricably part of the central political cleavage which
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focuses on whether the country should pursue closer ties with Russia or the West. Indeed, the
fact that the 2013 Euromaidan protests were initially a response to the government’s decision not
to sign an economic agreement with the European Union attests to the political salience of
international economic policy for citizens of Ukraine.
In terms of security, Ukraine is also smaller and weaker than its major trading partners,
meaning that its security relationships are quite different from those experienced in the United
States. Thus, empirical patterns from Ukraine, particularly when compared with previous
findings from the United States, allow us to draw conclusions about the generalizability of how
security information impacts public opinion about trade. To the extent that results are similar, we
can conjecture that the context and level of dependence or security matters little when informing
public opinion. Differences in results between the two, however, highlight how baseline
conditions of economic security and national security, as well as the asymmetry of international
relations, may influence the formation of public opinion about trade and security.

Theory
In this paper, it is not our task to introduce novel ideas about the pathways by which trade
might affect the risk of conflict. Rather, using existing theories of that relationship as information
primes, we propose and test hypotheses about how framing the security implications of trade will
impact public opinion about trade.
We argue that, overall, people will view trade more positively if trade is framed as
decreasing security risks. Conversely, if trade is framed as increasing the risk of war, people
should hold less positive views about increasing trade. As mentioned above, we are interested in
beliefs about the effects of trade both politically and economically. We believe that framing
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information about the security risks will most strongly affect the political variables. For the
economic outcome variables, it is possible that respondents will link those more closely to
economic (rather than security) consequences of trade, which would produce insignificant effects
of the security framing on beliefs about economic outcomes. This would be consistent with the
common view that the security and economic effects of trade are tradeoffs (i.e. discussions about
limiting economically beneficial trade due to security concerns). However, at least in high
insecurity environments (such as contemporary Ukraine), we believe it is more probable that
people view the economic and security effects of trade as moving in tandem. Thus, our
hypotheses are that beliefs about the effects of trade on both the political and economic situation
will move in the same direction, though the beliefs about economic outcomes may be weaker. If
trade is framed as increasing security risks, any potentially positive economic effects of trade
will be more than offset by the economic costs of security risk (leading to a net negative
economic effect). Similarly, if trade is framed as decreasing security risks, any economic gains
from trade will be multiplied in the effect on the economy if trade reduces the need for costly
military action. Thus, while we are open to the possibility that economic and political effects of
trade function as a tradeoff (as others have posited), we anticipate that the framing effects of
security primes about trade will shift assessments of the effects on the political and economic
situation.
These hypotheses follow logically from a relatively uncontroversial assumption that the
public prefers lower risks of conflict, all else being equal. However, for framing the security
effects of trade to matter, it must also be true that individuals care about security. There is ample
evidence that citizens do care about national security. However, we argue that the extent to
which they care about security (and, hence, the size of framing effects for information about
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security risk) is conditional on the salience of the security threat in the bilateral relationship with
the trading partner. Information about increasing or decreasing risk is likely to be relevant in
determining attitudes towards trade only if the people feel strongly about lowering it or are truly
averse to raising it. This is most likely when the risk of conflict is not merely a remote or easily
preventable possibility. In the case of attitudes about trade with a friendly or neutral state, even if
framing changes people’s assessment of the security effects of trade, considerations about the
underlying (low) risk of war may not be sufficient to outweigh other considerations in
determining beliefs about trade. With respect to non-adversarial states, the prediction of the
effects of framing about how trade changes security risk is ambiguous. While one aspect of
security (the friendliness of the state) is important in setting a baseline preference for trade with
that partner, another aspect of security (whether trade with friendly states makes war with them
more or less likely) is less important in changing beliefs about trade with them. Since the
information prime only cues the latter aspect of security, it may have little effect on public
opinion.
In contrast, while previous findings indicate that public opinion will reflect less
enthusiasm about trading with a state that represents a security threat, the effect of information
about how trade might change the level of threat is likely to be able to shift public opinion about
trade with such states to a greater extent because there is a higher cost associated with raising
that risk and a higher benefit from lowering it.
Figure 1. Theoretical Summary
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As depicted in Figure 1, we anticipate that information that indicates trade will increase
security risks should result in a more negative assessment of the effects of trade. However, only
in a situation where the trading partner poses a salient security risk (i.e. an enemy or adversary)
will these effects be significant. For a state that is considered neutral or friendly in the security
realm, the increased risk priming may make them more or less positive about the effects of trade
with that partner. Conversely, we anticipate that framing information that trade will decrease
security risks will yield a positive assessment of the effects of trade for all states. However, we
again theorize that these effects will be strong only if the threat represented by the trading partner
is a salient concern. With other trading partners, who represent lower levels of security threat,
weaker framing effects should exist.
The forgoing discussion produces the following hypotheses about trade opinions:
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o H1: People who are primed with information that trade is security-enhancing (the
Decrease Risk treatment group) will believe that trade with an adversary has
greater positive effects (both politically and, perhaps more weakly, economically).
o H2: People who are primed with information that trade increases a security risk
will believe trade with an adversary has greater negative effects (both politically
and, perhaps more weakly, economically).
o H3: Information about the security risk that trade represents will change beliefs
about the effects of trade with a state that is seen as presenting a realistic security
threat, but may not significantly change beliefs about trade with a state with
whom the probability of conflict is remote.
These hypotheses are non-trivial. The hypothesis that framing of security effects will
matter must contend against some highly plausible alternative hypotheses. For example, “trading
with the enemy” may be sufficiently unpopular that even a narrative that trade reduces security
risks does little to redeem a trade relationship with the adversary in the eyes of the public. On the
other hand, a trade-induced increase in security risk may mean less when conflict is already
ongoing (i.e., if conflict is already a certainty than increasing its probability may not affect
opinions). Additionally, even if trade is seen as increasing the security risks a country faces,
some people might still have favorable views of trade if they believe that the economic benefits
from trade are large enough. The same would be true of a frame about decreased security risk if
individuals view trade as economically harmful. Indeed, many previous studies assume that there
is a tradeoff between economic and security incentives for trade (see, for example, DiGiuseppe
and Kleinberg 2019). However, we argue that, in spite of these plausible alternatives that would
predict against finding an effect of information primes about security consequences on attitudes
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about trade, the data will reflect shifts in attitudes about trade even in a context where trade and
security threat are both highly politically salient. As has been observed with framing about the
economic effects of trade, the relatively technical nature of trade and many citizens’ relative
insulation from direct economic effects of trade should make public opinion susceptible to
framing effects about trade’s security effects.

Research Context
In order to understand the effects of information about how security implications of trade
affects trade policy preferences, we conducted an online survey experiment in Ukraine in June
2019. The randomized sample of 1250 people mirrors national demographic characteristics.
As mentioned above, since 2014, Ukraine has the distinction of having a realized security
threat from Russia. Russia annexed the Crimean peninsula amid reports of Russian military
activity there. The Russian government has also supported a separatist movement in the Donbas
by providing them with troops and military equipment. The conflict has been costly and ongoing despite a number of cease-fires. While Russia has largely denied invading Ukraine or
violating international law, the Russian government is a party in negotiations to end the conflict.
In survey data from 2014, over 70% of Ukrainian respondents believe that regular Russian
soldiers are taking part in military actions in Eastern Ukraine. An additional 15% believe that
Russian volunteers and military consultants, but not regular soldiers, are involved in the conflict.
Only about 2% believe that there is no Russian military presence (KIIS 2014). Thus, this conflict
is widely seen as being with Russia. However, Russian involvement in the conflict is such that it
can certainly escalate. Open Russian involvement increased in November 2018 when Russia
seized three Ukrainian naval vessels and captured Ukrainian sailors. Therefore, even in a context
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of an existing conflict, Ukrainians are still concerned about the possibility that Russian
involvement will become less constrained and more direct conflict between the countries will
occur. They are, thus, expected to be sensitive to the possibility that trade might promote
common interests and discourage Russia from fighting or that trade could provide additional
funding for it to engage more fully in the conflict.
Ukraine’s relationship with the European Union, on the other hand, is neither one of
formal allies nor adversaries. Ukraine has a partnership agreement with NATO (of which a
number of EU countries are members), but Ukraine is not a member. Given the conflict
originated in 2014 and no direct military cooperation has been forthcoming from the EU or
NATO, by 2019, survey respondents are unlikely to expect the EU to act as a direct partner in
Ukraine’s defense. However, the EU is publicly supportive of Ukraine and has condemned
Russian aggression against them. Additionally, the EU was the largest donor of Official
Development Aid to Ukraine in the year before the survey (OECD-DAC n.d.). Five member
states of the European Union were also included on the list of top ten donors to Ukraine (as
donors distinct from the EU). Thus, it is possible that economic benefits for the EU might be
seen as supporting Ukraine’s own security, even though they are not clearly an ally. The EU, as a
supranational organization without a military, represents a low probability of direct military
threat, but this is not unlike many other trade dyads in the international system. Indeed, we
believe that theoretically incorporating an allowance for such dyads is important when
considering how security information can change trade opinions. Even skilled or extreme
rhetoric about the security implications of bilateral trade are unlikely to generate significant
swings in public opinion if only truly enormous changes in the security situation would
meaningfully shift the likelihood of conflict.
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Objectively, prior to the war (2013) Russia was Ukraine’s largest single trading partner
(representing about 27% of total trade), though the EU-28 collectively did slightly more trade
with Ukraine (representing 31% of total trade). By 2018, trade with Russia had, unsurprisingly,
fallen as a result of the conflict. In 2018, Ukraine’s overall trade had fallen to about 75% of its
2013 level due to economic problems and other impediments to trade. Trade with the EU-28 was
still at 99% of its 2013 level in 2018 and had risen in importance to be 41.5% of total Ukrainian
trade. Trade with Russia in 2018 was a mere 30% of the 2013 bilateral trade flow and
represented only about 11% of Ukraine’s overall trade (Ukrainian State Statistical Commission,
2014, 2019, authors’ calculations). These figures reinforce the idea that while trade is harmed by
conflict, considerable trade continues to take place, even with the adversary, during war.
While the case of Ukraine cannot function as a comprehensive or generalizable empirical
test, it does allow us to move away from purely hypothetical questions or unclear background
information respondents may associate with randomized survey primes 2 by asking about the
expected effects of an increase in trade with a named, rather than hypothetical, trade partner.
While this strategy does not allow us to isolate which characteristics of trade partners (i.e. regime
type, ethnic composition, etc.) drives the results, it does mean that respondents are likely to hold
predictable beliefs about the background information. This also avoids the problem of lack of
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One difficulty in studying the effects of security concerns on public opinion about trade is that

it is unclear how other assumptions about a state might be manipulated by providing randomized
primes. For example, Americans seeing a prompt about a country that is a democracy and an ally
are likely to assume that the country is European (Dafoe, Zhang and Caughey 2018). This makes
it more difficult to isolate the actual effects of beliefs about security.
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salience or respondents’ potentially assigning minor importance to the relationship with a trade
partner. It helps to bridge the gap between how respondents answer a survey question and how
that idea would translate into real world public opinion. We are also able to compare survey
responses in treated groups with a pure control that received no prime about the effects of trade
(rather than only comparing the effect of increasing the risk of war to decreasing the risk of war).

Research Design
We use a survey experimental design to test how information about the security
consequences of trade influence attitudes about bilateral trade. This approach allows us to
randomly assign survey participants to different information primes (including a control group
that received no information). The randomization means that other factors that might influence
respondent answers should be equally distributed across treatment groups. The survey data was
collected using a sample of approximately 1,250 respondents recruited by Qualtrics using
random invitations and quotas to ensure that the final sample mirrors the national population by
age, gender, and macro-region of Ukraine.3 The survey data was collected in June of 2019.
While the security crisis was ongoing and there were reports of minor attacks and casualties in
the Donbas during the period of the survey, no major developments in the war occurred during or
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Macro-regions of Ukraine are commonly used in survey sampling of the country. The macro

regions are East, South, Center and West and are potentially important in Ukraine due to the
regional political polarization. Due to the online recruitment, older age demographics are
somewhat underrepresented relative to their share in the national population.
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immediately preceding the data collection. 4 Respondents were able to take the survey in either
Russian or Ukrainian (and were asked to indicate their language preference in the first survey
question). Because of the oft-discussed regional divisions in Ukraine and the fact that geographic
proximity to the conflict might influence responses, assignment to the two treatment groups or
the control was block randomized by macro-region.
The two randomized information primes, along with the control, comprise our
explanatory variables for variation in beliefs about trade. Both treatments consisted of a short
paragraph and were prefaced with a request to carefully read that paragraph. The treatments are
worded as follows in Table 1:
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The Kyiv Post reported only two stories in their “Ukraine” news section related to the war

during data collection—about a charity providing new homes to victims and a report on the
results of an investigation into the downing of the Malaysian airliner several years before. The
Ukrainian newswire UNIAN provides daily updates in a section dedicated to the war and while
the number of attacks and casualties are reported daily, they do not report major changes at the
front during data collection.
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Table 1: Wording of Information Primes

Importantly, both primes identically mention a positive economic impact of
trade so that only the framing of the security effects of trade differ. As noted above,
these treatments are perhaps more complex than is standard in survey experiments
because they provide the direct prime (increase or decrease risk) as well as providing
an explanation and a policy implication of the direct prime. In general, complexity
increases the probability that the framing will not significantly affect attitudes, but
that respondents will simply default to their prior or baseline position on a question
(Jerit 2009; Sniderman and Theriault 2004). Thus, a complex treatment in a survey
experiment, if anything, makes it less likely that we will find a significant effect of
the informational primes.
Our dependent variables capture beliefs about the consequences of trade with Russia or
the EU. We assume that most respondents will associate Russia with an opponent and the EU
with a friendly state. While some people may ascribe the effect of trade on the probability of
creating additional resources or common interests with a trading partner, these differences should
not systematically correspond to the treatments due to randomization. Unlike many other survey
questions about trade (i.e., favoring limits on imports or support for trade agreements), which do
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not permit us to parse out how various considerations might influence overall policy preference,
we ask respondents about their perceptions of the consequences of trade with each trading
partner (Russia and the EU) on 1) the political situation in Ukraine; 2) the national economic
situation; and 3) their personal financial situation. The outcome variables were presented as
follows:
How much do you agree with the following statements? Increasing the amount of international
trade between the Russian economy and the Ukrainian economy will [bold in the original]:
•

improve the political situation Ukraine

•

improve the financial situation of your family

•

improve the economic situation of Ukraine as a whole.

An identically worded question substituting the economy of the European Union (EU) in place of
the Russian economy was asked immediately following this question. Responses were recorded
on a 10-point scale from “Completely Disagree” to “Completely Agree.” Only the end points of
the scale carried descriptive labels. Intermediate values were simply numbered.
We hypothesized that the security primes should most directly affect the question about
the political situation in Ukraine because the war in the Donbas is the most salient political issue
in Ukraine. According to a 2019 poll, nearly 74% of Ukrainians listed ceasefire in the Donbas as
among the highest priority policy decisions for the government (and an additional 13% listed
regaining Crimea, which is also a security issue that Ukraine faces in conflict with Russia). The
next most popular answer was increasing people’s living standards, which garnered just over
51%. No other policy issue was mentioned by a majority of respondents (Ilko Kucheriv
Democratic Initiatives Foundation 2019). Since the political situation was asked for as a separate
category from economic circumstances, it is highly likely that respondents were considering
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Ukraine’s security issues in response to this question. Additionally, the question itself primes
respondents to think about the security situation as an important part of the political situation due
to its mention of Russia. The priming effect of mentioning Russia affects both treatments groups
and the control uniformly, so it should not influence any differences in the dependent variable
across experimental conditions. Despite the question priming the existence of the conflict, the
control group remains unprimed with respect to the effects of trade on the risk of conflict.
Furthermore, it is unclear why the information primes about the effect of trade on the risk of war
would impact other political issues facing Ukraine (i.e. corruption or healthcare), so that if some
respondents interpreted this question as asking about something other than the political issues
other than national security that Ukraine is facing, it would simply weaken the results of the
experimental treatments.

Results
Due to the randomized nature of the survey treatments and evidence of covariate balance
across treatments (balance tests are shown in the Appendix, Table A3), we present results as a
simple difference of means across treatment groups. As the survey experiment includes three
groups and outcomes are measured with a 10-point agreement scale, we used OLS regression to
analyze differences between the control group and the increased risk and decreased risk
treatment groups. Each treatment group contains approximately 420 respondents. Figure 2
shows the means and 95% confidence errors across the decrease security risk, increase security
risk, and control groups for the three dependent variables measuring beliefs about the political,
personal economic, and national economic effects of an increase in trade with Russia.

24

Figure 2: Comparisons of Means in Beliefs about Effects of Increased Trade with Russia
(with 95% confidence intervals)

As Figure 2 shows, respondents are, on average in the control, most optimistic about the
effect that increasing trade with Russia will have on the national economy, followed by the
political outcome, and then personal economic outcomes. Figure 2 depicts the differences in
means between the control group and each of the treatment groups in the expected direction.
Relative to the control, the decreased risk prime makes respondents more optimistic about the
effects of trade across all three dependent variables. Conversely, the increased risk prime lowers
agreement that increasing trade with Russia will improve all three outcomes. For the question
about the effect of trade on Ukraine’s political situation, both treatment groups significantly
differ (p<.05) from the control. For the question about the national economy, both treatment
groups weakly differ (p<.10) than the control in the expected directions. For the question about
the effect of trade with Russia on the respondents’ personal economic situation, the decreased
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risk treatment significantly differs from the control (p<.05), but the increased risk treatment,
while negative, does not significantly differ from the control. This may be because of some
Ukrainians’ personal economic situation are more insulated from the war than others (given the
wars geographic concentration in just two of Ukraine’s 25 provinces).5 Given the high level of
salience of the conflict and accompanying economic problems that exists within Ukraine as well
as the complexity of the framing information, it is notable that brief information primes are able
to exert an effect since, even in the control group, respondents have a great deal of knowledge
about the situation. However, the control group is unlikely to have strong or systematic beliefs
about how trade will affect the security situation.

5

These numbers do not include the Autonomous Republic of Crimea, which has been annexed

by Russia. Ukraine (and many Ukrainians) vehemently dispute this classification, viewing that
territory as “temporarily occupied,” but it is not currently the site of military activity of any kind.
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Figure 3: Comparisons of Means in Beliefs about Effects of Increased Trade with EU (with
95% confidence intervals)

In contrast, for beliefs about the effects of EU trade, we fail to reject the null hypothesis
that there is no meaningful difference between each treatment group compared to the control
group for the EU outcomes. Figure 3 compares the mean response across treatment groups for
the EU outcomes and indicates substantively small and statistically insignificant framing effects.
Not surprisingly, optimism about the effects of trade (the mean values across groups) are a
notably higher for trade with the EU than for trade with Russia, echoing findings from earlier
studies that trade with adversaries is less popular than trade with other states. Table 2 displays
the linear regression output from the Ukrainian survey data for both trading partners (Russia and
EU), for the political, national economic, and personal financial outcomes.
The lack of framing effects for beliefs about any of the consequences of trade with the
EU indicates an asymmetry in the effects of security consequences on beliefs about trade based
on the extent of the security threat, consistent with H3. We anticipated no significant treatment
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effects on outcomes with countries that represented only a remote possibility of conflict though it
was unclear whether opinions would move in the same directions as beliefs about trade with
Russia, or whether both primes might make trade with the EU more attractive. In our analysis of
EU outcomes, we see the increased risk prime and the decreased risk prime move respondents in
opposite directions, relative to the control, though not meaningfully. Despite the fact that the EU
represents a substantial source of aid for Ukraine, Ukrainians did not see trade that increases
military resources as positive for increasing trade with the EU, either economically or politically.
Since conflict with the EU is viewed as sufficiently improbable, the security effects of trade do
not meaningfully change Ukrainians’ assessments of trade with the EU for either treatment.
This differs somewhat from Carnegie and Gaikwad’s (2019) findings. As in this study,
they find that a prime about trade increasing military resources does not significantly affect
support for a trade agreement with an ally, but only with an adversary. However, among
American respondents, they find that “when informed that trade will help ensure peace,
respondents upgrade their evaluation of the free trade agreements for both adversaries and allies”
(19). We posit that we find an asymmetrical effect for both the increase and the decrease risk
primes because in our experiment people have concrete examples in mind, allowing them to
account for the (non-)salience of the threat. In a hypothetical situation, naming a state as ally or
adversary and invoking military size or risk of war in a vignette that gives very few facts about
the state is likely to predispose respondents to think of the security issues as salient in that
bilateral relationship. According to our theory, ascribing salience to the security issues increases
the significance of the security prime.
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Table 2. OLS Output, Treatment Groups Compared to Control

Table 2 corresponds to Figures 2 and 3 above, depicting the treatment effects when compared to
the control group. These results are from an intent-to-treat (ITT) analysis, in which we analyze
all participants who were randomized in the study according to the treatment groups to which
they were originally assigned, regardless of whether an attention check indicated that they
understood or remembered the treatment. As pre-registered, we also calculate the averagetreatment-effect among the treated (ATT), limiting the sample to the subset which answered an
attention check question in the survey. This ATT analysis is presented in the appendix (Table
A1).
If we compare the two treatment groups in our study to each other (as in Carnegie and
Gaikwad 2019) rather than to the control, the increased risk treatment group reports more
pessimistic views of trade than the decreased risk treatment group at a significance level of p<.01
for all three assessments of the effects of trade with Russia. However, the framing effects are
insignificant at a conventional significance levels across indicators for beliefs about trade with
the EU. These results are displayed in Table 3. This comparison indicates that if competing
frames are used to discuss the impact of trade and security, it can increase polarization of
attitudes about trade.
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Table 3. Effects of Trade with Russia or EU on Political and Economic Outcomes,
Comparing Increased Risk Treatment to Decreased Risk Treatment

Table A2 in the appendix displays the corresponding results from a simple Welch two-sample ttest, confirming the significant difference in average treatment effect between those given the
Increase Risk information prime and those primed with the Decrease Risk.

Robustness checks
Given the random assignment of our treatment design, controlling for covariates is not
strictly necessary. Statistical analyses in the appendix confirm that the treatment groups are
balanced in terms of education level, city size, age, income, macro-region, survey language, and
gender (balance plots included in Appendix A, Section (IV), Figures A2 – A3). However, while
covariate adjustment is not necessary because of the randomization of treatments, it can improve
precision of estimates and can be desirable because the selected controls may be powerful
predictors of the outcome variable (Gerber and Green 2012). For example, in the Ukrainian
context, Ukrainian-speaking Ukrainians may have quite different views on trade with Russia and
the EU than do Russian-speaking Ukrainians. Accordingly, we additionally examine the effects
of each treatment (relative to the control group) while controlling for the respondents’ gender,
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age, education level, language, region, city size. All covariates included in Figure 4 are asked
prior to the treatment, removing the possibility of inadvertent bias from conditioning on posttreatment variables influenced by the information treatment primes (Montgomery et al. 2018).
Gender, age, and education level have been found in numerous studies to influence both security
attitudes and attitudes towards trade. As mentioned above, language is likely to influence foreign
policy preferences across issue areas. The language variable simply indicates the language the
respondent selected when asked in which language they would prefer to take the survey. This
should capture which language the respondent is more comfortable speaking, while avoiding the
complicated sociology of language that exists in Ukraine and the politicization of language that
has been exacerbated by the conflict. 48.5% of respondents chose Ukrainian, and 51.5% of
respondents chose to take the survey in Russian. It is equal to one for those who chose Russian.
It is expected to be increase the baseline level of optimism about trade with Russia and decrease
the baseline level of optimism for trade with the EU.
Regional dummies correlate with proximity to the conflict and the relative importance of
trade with the EU and Russia in the local economy both before and during the conflict, so may
have different baseline beliefs about trade. The omitted region is the Central region, which
includes the capital city, Kyiv). City size demarcates those living in larger, urban settings from
those in small cities (population less then 50,000) and rural areas as economic considerations
may vary according to size of the local economy.
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Figure 4: Coefficient Plot, with Pre-treatment Covariates

Figure 4 (and corresponding Table A4 in the appendix) display the results of these
analyses.6 These analyses confirm the findings reported above with respect to the framing effects
of the security primes. The inclusion of controls strengthens the results somewhat. With controls,
both the increased and decreased risk treatments differ significantly from the control (p<.05) for
the questions about the effects of trade with Russia on the national economy and the political
situation. For one’s personal economic situation, it is still the case that only the decreased risk
treatment differs significantly from the control. The increased risk treatment does not change
beliefs about the effects of trade on the respondents’ personal economic situation. Additionally,

6

In addition, Figure A4 in the appendix and Table A5 in the appendix display the results of this

OLS analysis controlling for the personal proximity variable, as outlined in our preregistered
design. In addition, Figure A6 in the appendix calculates the interaction effects between
Treatment X Personal Proximity.
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language and region significantly influence the baseline beliefs about the effects of trade with
Russia. As expected, Russian speakers have significantly higher assessments of the effects of
trade with Russia (and lower assessments of the effects of trade with the EU) across dependent
variables. Those in Eastern Ukraine also are more positive about the effects of trade with Russia,
while those in Western Ukraine have lower assessments than those in the central region (but do
not significantly different from the central region in their baseline assessment of EU trade). This
indicates that effects of regional variables are inconsistent with the idea that proximity to the
conflict alone makes people more averse to trade with Russia, but are consistent with the strength
of economic relations between that region and Russia.
These analyses provide support for our hypotheses that informational primes about the
security implications of trade actually do alter assessments of trade (in both directions).
However, this appears to only affect attitudes towards trade with trading partners posing high
security risks. Even beneficial security effects of trade do not significantly change attitudes about
trade with friendly trading partners.7

7

We conducted some additional analyses to ensure the robustness of these results. Models that

cluster the standard errors by province (since each province’s economy has a differing level of
trade dependence on Russia and a different exposure to risk from the war) confirm the results. Of
course, because treatments are randomized at the individual level, this was not necessary (Abadie
et al. 2017). Running a variance inflation factor (VIF) by calculating the quotient of the variance
in a model with multiple terms by the variance of a model with one term alone, we found GVIF
values consistently below 2, quantifying low severity of (if any) multicollinearity in our OLS
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In addition, unlike the tradeoff frequently posited between economic and security effects
of trade, we find that citizen beliefs about both the economic and political effects of trade move
in the same direction when primed to think about the security effects of trade in a highly insecure
environment such as Ukraine. We do not want to over-emphasize the importance of this finding,
as it is possible that survey respondents may have insufficiently distinguished between the
questions while taking the online survey. However, we do find that over 40% of respondents
gave different answers across the three questions about the effects trade with Russia.
Additionally, at least some respondents gave widely divergent answers for the anticipated effects
of trade on the economic and political situation (awarding one a strongly agree and another a
strongly disagree).
As an additional robustness check, given the significance of ethnolinguistic identity in
shaping Ukrainian public opinion and politics, we analyzed our results based on subgroups
according to respondents’ preferred survey language.8 Since the analyses in Figure 4 show that
preferred language significantly impacts beliefs about the effects of trade with Russia and the
EU, we find it relevant to consider whether the effects of the treatments might also differ
according to ethnolinguistic identity. The difference in means across treatment groups along with
95% confidence intervals are shown in Figure 5. The Russian-speaking subgroup is shown in the
upper panels of Figure 5, while the effects of the treatments for Ukrainian speakers are shown in
the lower panels.

analyses (Appendix, Table A6). As a Breusch-Pagan test revealed some heteroskedasticity in the
data, we also show results using robust standard errors (see Appendix A, Table A9).
8

This subgroup analysis is consistent with our pre-registered intentions for analyzing the data.
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Figure 5. Means Comparisons for Trade with Russia, by ethnolinguistic subgroup:

Figure 5 demonstrates that effects of the information primes are larger (and indeed are only
significant) for the Ukrainian-speaking subgroup. Specifically, for Ukrainian speakers only, the
decreased security risk prime improves assessments of the effects of trade with Russia across all
three dependent variables. However, the increased risk treatment does not significantly worsen
beliefs about the economic results of more trade with Russia, though it does weakly (p<.10)
worsen beliefs about the political effects of trade with Russia. For the Russian-speaking
subgroup, the differences between the increased risk and decreased risk treatment groups remain
significant (albeit weakly so for the question about the national economic effects), but the
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treatments do not differ significantly from the control.9 We speculate that this is the result of
greater variance in attitudes in the Russian-speaking subgroup, particularly in the control group.
This does not appear to be due to Russian speakers being concentrated in the eastern part of
Ukraine (i.e. closer to the conflict). While respondents in the Eastern region have a significantly
more positive view of the effects of trade with Russia across dependent variables than those in
central Ukraine (and those in the West significantly more negative), the effects of the primes do
not differ significantly across region (see Table A11 in the Appendix).
Analyzing our results based on ethnolinguistic subgroups for the EU outcomes reveals no
significant differences between treatment groups within either the Ukrainian- or Russianspeaking subgroups. Figure 6 below compares the mean responses for political, personal
economic, and national economic consequences of trade with the EU within ethnolinguistic
subgroups.

9

However, the effects of the treatments do not significantly differ across language groups. See

Table A10 in the Appendix for models that interact the treatments with respondent language.
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Figure 6. Means Comparisons for Trade with EU, by ethnolinguistic subgroup:

Consistent with our main survey experiment findings, there is no significant treatment
effect for EU outcomes. This suggests that information frames have little effect in altering public
opinion toward trade with a non-salient threat, both overall in Ukraine as well as within Russianspeaking or Ukrainian-speaking subgroups.

Conclusion
This study contributes to our understanding of how elites may be able to lead, rather than
follow, public opinion on foreign policy by examining framing effects about the consequences of
trade on security risks. It also contributes to a nascent literature on how the security
consequences of trade affect public opinion on trade. Security consequences of trade should be
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thought of as including not only whether the trading partner is friend or foe, but also
understanding how trade might alter the nature of the threat. Indeed, this latter concern is the
security rhetoric that most frequently emerges in political narratives about trade. Rarely do elites
seek to reframe a state that is popularly seen as a foe to be less threatening. Rather, if they wish
to advocate for expanding economic relations with adversary, they argue that trade reduces the
risk of conflict or improves the geopolitical position of the home state against a foe.
Alternatively, those wishing to curtail economically profitable trade relations do so by
linking trade to increased threats to national security. The Trump administration in the United
States, for example, “view[s] another country’s trade practices as dangerous to the United States
as its military abilities” (Swanson and Mozer 2019), which has been used to justify use of
national security measures to block imports with China. While this national security justification
might be dismissed by those skeptical of the administration’s motives, this framing appears to
have been effective with some portions of the public. Support for the tariffs and the Trump
administration remained high even among sectors and regions (i.e. agriculture and the Midwest)
that were economically harmed by the policy. Consistent with our third hypothesis, this may be
due to different baseline beliefs within the American public about how threatening China
actually is. However, also consistent with these findings about how the salience of security
threats mediates the effect of invoking security concerns, similar national security rhetoric
against imports from the EU or Japan have been less successful in mobilizing public opinion.
By examining the framing effects of security implications of trade on public opinion
about trade with either friend or foe, this study extends the few previous studies on this topic by
considering beliefs about the economic and political effects of trade separately and by doing so
in a context where security issues are highly salient. It examines a context outside of the United
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States, where both trade dependence on a few trade partners and security risks are higher. By
testing our theory on the case of Ukraine, we provide additional insight into the effects of
informational primes, such as those that are used in political debates about trading with the
enemy, in the context of an actual ongoing conflict.
We find that when asking about “trading with the enemy,” optimism about trade
increases if trade is believed to decrease security risks. However, pessimism about trade with the
enemy can also be increased if people are primed to believe that trade will exacerbate risk.
However, the informational primes have different effects on attitudes toward trade depending on
the salience of security risks posed by the trade partner. The primes significantly move beliefs
about the consequences and importance of trade with Russia, whereas the treatments have no
significant effect on beliefs about trade with the EU. This suggests that framing effects from the
information security implications of trade will only change attitudes towards trade if security
concerns about the trading partner are evident to the public.
These findings have important implications for scholars and policy-makers alike
interested in understanding how to frame the benefits – or costs – of trade with economic
partners posing high security risks. This study indicates that politicians have significant policy
leeway in how they engage economically with adversaries. While public opinion is frequently
assumed to be a constraint on such policies, this study shows that deploying rhetoric that casts
trade as exacerbating or mitigating the security risks that arise from trading with the enemy can
sway public opinion.
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