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1 Executive Summary 

Given the rise of protectionist reflexes and a world on the brink of trade war, a survey by the Bertelsmann Stiftung 

of attitudes towards trade and globalisation gauges the temperature among people in twelve developed and 

emerging economies. It finds that attitudes are generally positive - much more so than various sources of discon-

tent raised in the survey. 

In the emerging countries 64 percent believe that globalisation is a force for good. Support in the developed econ-

omies is still large with a relative majority of 44 percent seeing globalisation as positive (25 viewing it as a force 

for bad). Support for increased international trade is even larger: In emerging economies 73 percent believe that 

trade is positive for their own country, almost matched by 69 percent in developed countries. The most enthusias-

tic pro-trade countries were Russia, India and Indonesia among the emerging economies and Canada and the 

UK among the developed ones. Turkey and France are the most sceptical about international trade. Respondents 

believe that globalisation and trade particularly benefit growth, companies, consumers, product prices and job 

creation. 

However, the survey also uncovers several sources of discontent that ought to be taken seriously. Generally, 

people are sceptical about the effects of globalisation and trade on job security, wage increases and product 

quality. While generally sympathetic to foreign direct investment, they do not believe takeovers of domestic com-

panies by foreign investors to be beneficial. A key finding of this survey is that many do not feel sufficiently well 

protected by their governments against any negative side-effects of globalisation: in developed economies, 49 

percent do not feel adequately protected (against 27 percent) while in emerging economies opinion is tilted 

slightly towards the opposite direction: 50 percent feel sufficiently protected while 40 percent hold the opposite 

view. 

The survey also asked participants to list the most/least preferred trading partners. Japan and Germany lead the 

list of countries with which people believe trade to be most beneficial. China leads the list of least preferred trad-

ing partners. Similarly, respondents were asked to rank who they believed to be the country/region most 

benefitting/suffering from globalisation. The USA emerge as the perceived winner of globalisation, closely fol-

lowed by China. The list of losers is headed by Africa, followed ï tellingly - by the USA.  
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2 Introduction 

The consensus that trade is good can no longer be taken for granted. Neither in the national nor the international 

sphere of policymaking is mutual commitment to trade and to reaping the benefits of globalisation still palpable. 

On the contrary, trade policy and globalisation have become a political battleground nationally and internationally. 

On March 22nd, 2018 President Trump finally imposed punitive tariffs on steel and aluminium imports into the 

USA, bringing the world to the brink of a trade war. And it was his tough anti-trade and anti-globalisation rhetoric 

that gave Trump the edge over a more free trade-orientated Hillary Clinton in the presidential campaign. The 

scepticism about trade that propelled him into office is, however, not confined to the United States. Germany, the 

nation that gains most from trade, saw public consensus on trade collapse in the wake of its TTIP debate in 2016. 

The WTO Ministerial Conference in Buenos Aires in December 2017 ended without even a joint final declaration. 

All these elements convey the same message: if the view that trade is good is no longer common, protectionist 

ideas become more attractive. 

The intention behind undertaking a survey in 12 countries ï emerging and developed economies ï of opinions on 

trade and globalisation was to take the temperature worldwide. How do people view trade and globalisation? 

What forces nourish protectionist ideas? And can we obtain an idea of what needs to be done to restore confi-

dence in international trade? 

The picture we got is nuanced. Generally, people are very positive about trade and globalisation. Both are viewed 

as being good for growth, good for jobs and good for consumers ï and this feeling is stronger than we expected, 

(see Figure 1). But our survey also identified several sources of discontent. People are worried that globalisation 

and trade increase social inequalities, put pressure on wages and make jobs less secure. Most importantly, peo-

ple are dissatisfied with the protection their governments afford them against the negative side-effects of 

globalisation. As governments fail to provide sufficient insurance, people turn to protectionist ideas. But they donôt 

generally want to isolate their countries from the rest of the world. The consensus that trade allows reaping the 

benefits of globalisation is damaged but persists. People donôt want isolation, they want protection behind bor-

ders. They want globalisation with a safety net, not to hide behind a (ñbig and beautifulò) wall. 
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Figure 1: Opinions on globalisation in general.  
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3 Survey Design 

On behalf of the Bertelsmann Stiftung, YouGov carried out a statistically representative online survey in twelve 

countries worldwide, interviewing a total of 14.381 people. The countries included in the survey were (sample size 

in parenthesis), as developed countries: Canada (1010), France (1038), Germany (2037), Japan (1003), the UK 

(2041) and the USA (1155) as well as China (1002)1, India (1013), Indonesia (1004), Mexico (1025), Russia (1007) 

and Turkey (1046) as emerging economies. The survey was conducted between January 30th and February 14th, 

2018. The questions were identical across countries, with the exception of a few country-specific questions. All 

questionnaires were submitted to respondents in the respective official national language. The averages shown in 

the figures for developed and emerging economies are unweighted. 

The survey differentiated between respondents according to socio-economic criteria, making a detailed analysis of 

the results possible. 

This study makes reference to two earlier studies, one dating from 2016 and the other from 2014. The 2016 study2 

was also carried out by YouGov using the same methodology but covering only Germany and the United States. 

The earlier study3, carried out by the Pew Research Centre, was based on a telephone survey rather than an online 

questionnaire.  In the US, the questions were asked in English and in Spanish. In both the German and American 

parts of the Pew Study approximately 1000 respondents were involved. 

In both studies, YouGov and Pew, results were weighted in accordance with known demographic discrepancies. 

The confidence interval for the YouGov surveys was approximately +/- 2.2 percentage points for populations 

close to 2,000, and +/- 3.1 percentage points for populations close to 1,000. These figures apply to the overall 

survey, but not to socio-economic subsamples. 

  

                                                      

1 In China only a limited set of questions was submitted to the respondents. 
2 Bertelsmann Stiftung (2016) 
3 Pew Research Centre (2014) 
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4 A Desire for a Safety Net 

4.1 Sources of Discontent 

While there is an overall positive feeling about globalisation and trade, this contrasts with several sources of dis-

content., the most important of which are fears of rising social inequality, job security, pressures on wages and 

foreign takeovers (see Figures 2-6). 

The feeling that globalisation increases social inequality is shared across the sample, regardless of whether 

countries are developed or emerging (Figure 2). The replies to this question are consistent with the predictions of 

trade theory and empirical observations. International trade narrows the gap between production factor remunera-

tion across countries.4 This implies that inequalities between country averages are reduced but that inequality 

within countries increases. The empirical observations support this.5 

 It is noteworthy that in the US and the UK - two countries with relatively high levels of inequality among devel-

oped economies ï agreement with this statement is at its lowest. However, in these countries uncertainty about 

the effects of globalisation on social inequality is particularly pronounced. Interestingly, in the UK, it seems that 

participants on low incomes show the least support for the proposition that globalisation increases social inequali-

ties.  

As for wage developments induced by globalisation, the sample is split between developed and emerging coun-

tries. While in the latter a relative majority believes that globalisation does in fact contribute to wage increases, in 

developed economies the relative majority disputes this hypothesis. Empirical research has identified a clear link 

between trade and positive wage developments.6 Nevertheless, these different views on the welfare effects of 

globalisation reflect historic experience: while in emerging countries the role of globalisation in creating economic 

growth and lifting many out of poverty has been easy to observe, many in developed economies have seen their 

wages stagnate for the first decades of the millennium. Hence it is no surprise that respondents in India and Indo-

nesia are particularly positive ï while Germany is among the most negative countries, reflecting the long 

stagnation of real wages.  

Opinion on job security is similar to that on wage developments: in emerging economies it is prevailingly that 

globalisation contributes to job security and the complete opposite in the developed world. This view is held in 

almost all countries regardless of the salary bracket respondents fall into, i.e. neither richer nor poorer nationals 

differ in their belief on globalisationôs effect on job security. 

In most countries, takeovers of domestic companies by foreign investors (Figure 5) are viewed negatively ï de-

spite the fact that foreign direct investment (FDI) is in general perceived as positive. The only exception to this 

general pattern is India, where a majority believes that foreign companies acquiring local companies is seen as a 

positive thing for India. This might be explained by hopes that foreign investors bring managerial know-how and 

increase efficiency. The German respondents are among those who have the most negative perception of foreign 

purchases. 

 

 

                                                      

4 Stolper and Samuelson (1941) 
5 E.g. Barro and Sala-i-Martin (1992) 
6 Bertelsmann Stiftung (2014) 
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These sources of discontent are not without consequences. In particular, they result in a desire for more protec-

tion against foreign competitors. As can be seen in Figure 6, in all survey countries, a relative majority favours 

stronger protection against foreign competitors. Interestingly, this feeling is less pronounced in developed than in 

emerging economies.  

 

 

 

Figure 2: Globalisation perceived as increasing social inequalities. 
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Figure 3: Globalisation is not perceived as having positive effects on wages. 

 

Figure 4: Globalisation is not perceived as having a positive effect on job security. 
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Figure 5: Foreign take-overs are not perceived positively. 

 

Figure 6: A stronger protection against foreign competitors is desired in all countries of the survey. 
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4.2 Dissatisfaction not with Globalisation but Governments 

Two apparently contradictory insights emerge from this survey: A generally positive appraisal of trade and globali-

sation and yet a need for more protection and worries about some negative effects of globalisation. The key to 

reconcile these seemingly contradictory findings is presented in Figure 7. The question here is whether citizens 

feel that their respective governments are doing enough to protect them against negative effects of globalisation. 

In the developed world, an average of 49% of respondents feel that their government is not doing enough to pro-

tect them against the negative effects of globalisation ï compared to just 27% percent who are happy with their 

governmentôs measures. The picture in the emerging world is somewhat more positive: here, the 40% who are 

dissatisfied meet a majority of contented 50%. The generally high level of these figures, along with high uncer-

tainty in the developed world, suggests that a large swath of the population feels insufficiently cared for by their 

government. 

What explains this dissatisfaction with governments? To answer this question, I have correlated the number of 

those who feel insufficiently protected by their governments with the number who feel that globalisation has a 

negative effect through the above-mentioned channels (see Figs 8-10). In these correlations, the strongest effect 

on dissatisfaction with the governmentôs protection against negative effects is found for job security (Figure 9 be-

low). Moreover, the feeling that globalisation does not contribute to wage increases (Figure 8 below) has only a 

slightly smaller coefficient and regression fit and can therefore be considered another important explanatory fac-

tor, together with job security. It might be tempting to suspect a link between the high demands for stronger 

protectionism from foreign competitors and the level of dissatisfaction with actual government protection. How-

ever, it is important to state that no statistically significant correlation between the feeling of insufficient protection 

by the government and the belief that more protection against foreign competitors is needed can be identified 

(Figure 10 below). For those countries where sympathy for restricting foreign competition is highest Figure 10 

shows very different disapproval rates with the protection afforded by their government; therefore, this does not 

have a strong explanatory potential. Conversely, there is no strong correlation between dissatisfaction with gov-

ernment protection against negative effects and insistence that globalisation is a force for bad. In the figures 

presented here, the correlation was between the level of people who were dissatisfied with the protection afforded 

by their governments and the percentage of people holding negative opinions on the effect of globalisation on 

wages and job security. If, on the other hand, one correlates the percentage of those satisfied with their govern-

mentsô protection and those holding positive opinions on the effects of globalisation, one finds a different result. In 

countries where citizens feel better protected against negative effects by their governments, support for trade is 

higher.7 It is therefore safe to conclude that the source of dissatisfaction is not globalisation or trade but an insuffi-

cient role delivered by domestic governments. 

In Bertelsmann (2017), I have argued that for most developed countries, the link between a countryôs trade open-

ness and the size of its welfare state has weakened over time. This has led to an erosion of the social consensus 

backing trade for two reasons:  

1. Trade increases overall welfare, because it enables countries to specialise in those sectors in which it 

enjoys a comparative advantage over competitors. This specialisation implies movements of workers 

from one sector to another ï a movement that in reality often coincides with (temporary) unemployment.  

2. A more open economy is more likely to be affected by external shocks ï e.g. a drop in external demand 

as a consequence of a financial crisis in a major export market or a hike in energy prices. Growth rates in 

more open economies therefore tend to be more volatile. 

                                                      

7 Figures available on request. 
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Both factors imply the need for a strong social safety net that insures the citizens of a country against any nega-

tive side-effects of globalisation and trade. Once people feel properly insured, it is easier to reach and maintain a 

social consensus on reaping the benefits of trade. 

 

Figure 7: Discontent with protection afforded by respective governments. 



Page 14 | Trade Survey 

 

 

Figure 8: Correlation between respondents dissatisfied with protection against negative effects of globalisation by 

their governments and respondents not believing that globalisation contributes to wage increases. 

 

Figure 9. Correlation between respondents dissatisfied with protection against negative effects of globalisation by 

their governments and respondents believing that trade does not increase job security. 


