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Introduction 

The leading literature on the political economy of trade policy provides many important 

results regarding the regulation of international trade. The neoclassical foundations of 

the dominant theories make very precise predictions possible at the cost of some 

realism. Strong assumptions simplify reasoning and calculations but are not entirely 

consistent with the complexities of real world problems. This paper draws on 

communications research to complement existing models by introducing the role of 

media as an institution interacting with policy makers, special interest groups and the 

public, influencing the formulation of policy and supporting a bias towards inefficient 

trade policies. Through the concepts of framing and perceived public opinion, media 

can contribute to and reinforce problem definitions and suggested solutions that limit 

the range of alternative policies available to policy makers. In the case of trade policy, 

established frames for conflict discourse that are efficiently represented in media give 

incentives to special interest groups to voice demands for support that focus on foreign 

adversaries, trade interventions and import restrictions. The hypothesis that media 

effects can contribute to trade policies based on tariffs or other forms of import 

restrictions is tested by an empirical examination of media coverage leading up to the 

U.S. decision to impose tariffs on imported steel in the spring 2002. 

Media as a missing element in the political economy of trade 

policy 

A missing element in the leading influential theories on the political economy of trade 

(Findlay and Wellisz 1982; Grossman and Helpman 1994; Hillman 1982; Mayer 1984) 

is the role of media as an actor in addition to policy makers, special interest groups and 

the public. In fact, the lack of consideration of media effects when analyzing concepts 
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such as lobbying and voter education is not surprising but rather short of realism. Even 

in a recent and very thorough study of special interest politics (Grossman and Helpman 

2001), media are hardly considered and only as a channel for advertising. This general 

omission is unfortunate when taking in account the power of media to shape public 

opinion and influence policy makers. 

I will argue that the explicit inclusion of media and its effect can complement 

the leading models of the political economy of trade policy by furthering the 

understanding of observed behavior. Through effects such as framing and perceived 

public opinion, media can contribute to and reinforce problem definitions and suggested 

solutions that limit the range of alternative policies available to policy makers. In the 

case of trade policy, established frames for conflict discourse that are easily represented 

in media give incentives to special interest groups to voice demands that focus on 

foreign adversaries and tariffs. More efficient redistributive policies require problem 

definitions and framing that is not as likely to receive substantial and favorable media 

coverage. As a result, special interest groups do not pursue optimal policies in terms of 

economic redistribution, but rather less efficient policies that can be promoted without 

excessive efforts within existing societal frameworks. This approach has previously 

provided many interesting results, see Appendix I: Lessons from institutional theory. 

Working hypothesis 

To make credible claims for government support, industries may choose to promote an 

image of themselves as victims of unfair foreign import competition. Media are willing 

to pick up this common frame based on a malevolent “other”, and to reinforce the 

assumption that the main issue is unfair foreign competition threatening national 

interests. By contrast, pure claims for economically more efficient subsidies, essentially 

motivated by inefficient operations, do not fit into any standard societal media frame. 
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By using media as a proxy to anticipate perceived public opinion, policy makers have 

incentives to respond with tariffs or other forms of import restrictions to punish the 

unfair foreigners. More efficient redistributive policies such as sectoral subsidies are not 

viable alternatives for a number of reasons. First, the framing suggests that the 

adversary should be punished for its behavior, for which tariffs is seen as the logical 

solution. Second, the framing presents trade itself as a problem suggests that trade 

should be directly addressed and curbed with explicit trade policies such as tariffs. 

Third, introducing economically less inefficient subsidies would mimic the unfair 

behavior of the adversary. Fourth, due to episodic framing, other policy alternatives are 

not explored and the wider effects of tariffs are not explained.  

Methodology and data 

The analysis explores the framing of the problems facing the U.S. steel industry as 

reported in mainstream media. To test the proposed hypothesis, the frame analysis will 

focus on four specific areas. First, the problem definitions are examined to identify 

which factors are presented as the core problem. Second, the main sources of news 

coverage are determined. Third, the extent to which coverage is episodic versus 

thematic will be determined. Fourth, the different policy alternatives proposed in media 

are documented and categorized. 

The empirical data consist of all articles in the New York Times mentioning any 

aspect of the debate surrounding the steel industry during the year preceding the 

decision to impose steel tariffs, i.e. from March 1, 2001 until March 6, 2002. The New 

York Times is one of the most influential and comprehensive newspapers and arguably 

still the “leading news organization” in the United States (Bennett 1990, p. 113). By 

analyzing and coding the content of the articles and counting references to sources, 

quantifiable data has been produced. The core problem presented in each article was 
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identified by close reading and textual analysis. Sources were counted and classified 

into six categories corresponding to steel industry officials, steel industry workers, 

government officials, experts, domestic producers and consumers, and foreign sources. 

Each article was examined to determine whether coverage was primarily episodic or 

primarily thematic and whether economic effects of policies were discussed.1 Finally, 

all policies proposed were counted and categorized (compare with Rodrik 1994, p. 17). 

The main drawback of this methodology is the reliance on a single coder, the 

author. This shortcoming is mitigated by the fact that the coding is relatively 

uncomplicated and easily verifiable.  

Theoretical foundations 

The political economy of trade policy 

Economists hold the superiority of free trade as evident, yet free trade is rarely practiced 

around the world. The gap between theory and observed behavior is large, suggesting 

that many relevant factors, documented and undocumented, are at play. Still, 

considerable research has been done on the political economy of trade. Intuitive 

explanations for the generally observed bias against trade often note that tariffs generate 

revenues and subsidies generate costs, thus making tariffs a seemingly costless policy to 

satisfy special interest groups. Such explanations assume that policymakers are either 

not aware of, or indifferent to, the indirect costs of economic distortions. The leading 

models of the political economy of trade policy reviewed here assume more complex 

policymakers, who are concerned with both special interest groups and the aggregate 

                                                 

1 The working distinction between episodic and thematic framing has been adopted from (Iyengar and 

Simon 1993, p. 369). The key distinction is whether the context of the news text is general or abstract 

(thematic framing) versus concrete or specific (episodic framing). 
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welfare of the economy. The true nature of policymakers however, is elusive and likely 

to be influenced by exogenous factors, e.g. electoral cycles and ideology.  

According to Rodrik (1994), a general political-economy model of trade must 

have four elements. They are a description of individual policy preferences among 

choices available to policy makers, a description of how individual preferences are 

channeled into political demands, a description of the preferences of policy makers and 

finally a specification of the relevant institutional settings. None of the leading political-

economy models of trade policies have explicitly incorporated all of these issues, 

relying on implicit stories to fill out the gaps. Leading models in the literature have used 

different approaches to endogenize trade policies. The tariff-formation approach 

endogenizes trade policy by linking the level of a trade policy instrument to the amount 

of lobbying resources used by special interest groups (Findlay and Wellisz 1982). A 

main drawback of this model is that the preferences of policy makers are not explicitly 

treated. In the political support function approach, policy makers are concerned about 

both support from special interest groups and efficiency losses from restricting trade 

(Hillman 1982). The black box in this model is the behavior of special interest groups. 

The median-voter approach presented by Mayer (1984) is indeed a fully specified 

model, but assumes a direct-democracy model where trade policy is unrealistically 

determined by majority voting. Campaign contribution models consider the transfer of 

resources from special interest groups to policy makers (Magee, Brock and Young 

1989; Grossman and Helpman 1994). The latter are assumed to be maximizing their 

welfare, which depends on received campaign contributions and the welfare of voters. 

These models can be criticized with the argument that financial contributions constitute 

only a small party of lobbying activity.  
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Under different conditions and by making different assumptions each of the 

above mentioned models provides arguments for the formation of tariffs. In summary, 

research on the political economy of trade policy has resulted in many different insights 

and the general conclusion that trade is restricted because special interest groups with 

political influence can be made better of by trade interventions (Rodrik 1994, p. 17).2 

Still, this conclusion does not go far in explaining why special interest groups 

would choose interventions in trade policy, which is a highly inefficient tool for 

transferring income (see Dixit 1985 for a broad discussion), in favor of more efficient 

policy tools such as lump-sump grants or production subsidies. Whereas a production 

subsidy incurs a production loss due to inefficient allocation of domestic resources, a 

tariff incurs both a production loss, and a consumption loss resulting from a suboptimal 

level of consumption. The long-term expectation is that special interest groups would 

favor more efficient policies to transfer income to themselves (Rodrik 1994, p. 18; 

Becker 1983, 1985). The models reviewed here discard the choice between alternative 

policies in creative ways. For example, the tariff-formulation function of Findlay and 

Wellisz (1984) conveniently assumes that interest groups lobby only for tariffs and not 

for subsidies. Hillman’s approach (1982) assumes that policy makers are interested only 

in the support of import-competing interest groups, but not the support of export-

competing interest groups. Levy (1999) has even shown that lobbying in a Grossman 

and Helpman (1994) framework would result in lobbying for trade promotion. Rodrik 

(1994) surveys this critique as well as two general approaches for explaining the 

political efficiency of trade policy with its economic inefficiency for redistributive 

purposes, but does not arrive at any unambiguous conclusions.  
                                                 

2 For important empirical support for different models, see for example Goldberg and Maggi (1999) and 

Gawande and Bandyopadhyay (2000). 
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The first broad approach suggests that tariff solutions emerge exactly because 

they are economically inefficient. By restricting policy options to only inefficient tariffs 

that are less likely to be used extensively, politicians who are interested in societal 

welfare can minimize the total transfers and incur minimal distortions to the economy 

(Rodrik 1994, p. 20; Rodrik 1986; Wilson 1990). Grossman and Helpman (1994) have 

also shown that lobbies might not necessarily prefer more efficient means of transfer 

because of increased and wasteful competition for transfers among uncoordinated 

lobbies. The second approach, which has yet to be thoroughly explored, is based on 

tariffs as the result of imperfect information on the side of voters (for example Coat and 

Morris 1993) or policy makers (Feenstra and Lewis 1991). 

In summary, the reviewed literature on the political economy of trade policy can 

be complemented by considering additional perspectives. Special interest groups and 

the public convey their wills to policy makers through a number of different channels 

that differ across types of issues, groups concerned and political systems. Research on 

the ways and means for different actors to diffuse information and to influence the 

policy process is therefore crucial for arriving at complementing conclusions. The next 

section will show how communication research has produced important findings 

showing how media dynamics creates an institutional setting that provide actors with 

incentives to use certain strategies to maximize favorable coverage to influence policy 

makers through the media. 

Framing and trade stories 

The concept of framing is important to explain the connection between qualitative 

features of news media coverage, public opinion and policy preferences (Iyengar and 

Simon 1993, p. 366). Media frames provide audiences with reference points around 

which information is understood and evaluated (Nacos et al. 2000, p. 48). The framing 
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of issues in news media can systematically affect how audiences understand reality 

(Scheufele 1999, p. 107). Framing works by organizing discourse through patterns of 

information selection, interpretation, emphasis and exclusion (Gitlin 1980, p. 7). 

Entman (1996, p. 77-78) describes how a frame “operates to select and highlight some 

features of reality and obscure others in a way that tells a consistent story about 

problems, their causes, moral implications, and remedies”. In short, the framing of an 

issue packages the complex reality in relatively simplistic terms, determines how it is 

thought about and implicitly, through the ‘logic’ of the frame, suggests how the issue 

should be handled. This can be done by different problem definitions, symbols, 

emphasis, repetition and attributions of responsibility. By focusing attention to a 

dominant frame, alternative ways of evaluating a situation are effectively excluded from 

public policy discussions. 

Media framing is typically either episodic or thematic in nature. Episodic 

framing presents public issues in terms of concrete instances or specific events, whereas 

thematic framing treats public issues in a general or abstract context (Iyengar and Simon 

1993, p. 369). Depending on the nature of the frame and the accompanying context, 

very different attributions of responsibility can be made, implying very different policy 

solutions. Under thematic framing, audiences are more likely to assign responsibility for 

national problems to general societal factors. By contrast, episodic framing tends to 

induce audiences to assign responsibility to the action of particular individuals or groups 

(Iyengar and Simon 1993, p. 379). 

Frames also serve as efficient working routines for journalists in a highly 

competitive commercial media marketplace (Scheufele 1999, p. 106). Entman (2000, p. 

14) notes that journalists seem constantly to pursue coherent frames in which problem 

definitions, causes and remedies fall into consistent patterns. In addition, news stories 
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are highly dependent on familiar characters, categories and conflicts (Entman 2000, p. 

15). For example, the discourse of war stories is easy to frame in terms of threatening 

and immoral enemies, providing easy guidelines for organizing information and making 

judgments corresponding to good and evil actors. Washburn (2002) suggests that trade 

discourse is based on the same basic principles as war stories, though immoral enemies 

are substituted for unfair adversaries. The important point is that trade stories are easily 

told using the familiar conflict frame that has been employed for a long time and is 

understood by both media and its audience. 

In summary, there is strong evidence of media tendencies toward simplistic 

conflict framing. The theory on framing suggests that news coverage that fall within a 

familiar conflict frame is more likely to be adopted by both journalists and audiences. 

Accordingly, special interest groups have incentives to promote their causes by 

invoking the conflict frame in order to gain more media attention and reach wider 

audiences. They would further benefit from episodic coverage to strengthen the conflict 

frame by focusing on certain individuals or groups as the main culprit. Thus, for an 

industry in need of economic support, there are incentives to use trade stories to gather 

political support for protectionist trade interventions motivated by a perceived need to 

deal with unfair foreign adversaries. When an industry seeking support is the main 

media source, media is very susceptible to accept and construct a dominant trade 

conflict frame as supplied by the industry. 

Media as a proxy for public opinion 

Media frames heavily cue public opinion (Bennett 1994, p. 181), but that alone is not 

enough to show that policy is in fact influenced by the media. The relationship between 

media, public opinion and policy makers is very complex, but research has shown that 

American public opinion influences and significantly constrains U.S. policymaking (La 
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Balme 2000, p. 266). Though the impact of public opinion on policy is very context-

dependent, tentative evidence suggests that public opinion is relevant in policy 

processes in different political systems (La Balme 2000, p. 277). Public opinion is 

however an elusive concept. Interestingly, policy makers seem to a large extent to rely 

on mass media, rather than the public itself, to get a sense of public opinion, amounting 

to ‘perceived public opinion’ (Entman 2000, p. 21). Bennett (1994, p. 182) even states 

that “[t]he media index in a given situation becomes the best predictor of opinion”. In 

other words, policy makers tend to use media as a proxy for public opinion. The 

implication is not that electoral incentives of policy makers to be attentive to public 

opinion expressed through voting should be disregarded. Instead perceived public 

opinion should be seen as an additional means of more direct media influence on policy. 

Communications research on media tendencies can thus fill two important gaps 

in the reviewed economic theories. First, it shows how voter education takes place 

through mainstream media coverage and how framing of issues plays an important role 

in shaping public opinion. Second, media can influence policy more directly by being 

used as a proxy for public opinion by policy makers. The conclusion is that there is 

substantive theoretical support for the hypothesis that media effects create systematic 

incentives for special interest groups to pursue protectionist trade policies. In terms of 

Rodrik’s (1994) general political-economy model of trade, these findings add valuable 

insights to both how individual preferences are channeled into political demands and to 

the relevant institutional settings. The next section tests the hypothesis using a case 

study of the media coverage leading up to the U.S. decision to impose tariffs on steel 

imports in March 2002. 
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Empirical findings 

Using the Nexis3 database to search the print edition of the New York Times for all 

articles containing the word “steel”, 69 relevant articles were found for the selected 

period of March 1, 2001 to March 6, 2002. This range includes coverage on March 6, 

2002, to capture the official motivations for imposing steel tariffs and immediate 

reactions. The results are presented in the graphs and tables of this section. The 

coverage ranged from short company briefs to front page articles and full length feature 

stories. The intensity of coverage is centered around two clear spikes during the summer 

months of 2001 and during December 2001 (Figure 1). In early June President George 

W. Bush instructed the International Trade Commission, a US agency, to investigate 

whether the steel industry was hurting from a surge of imports. This decision led to a 

heightened level of media coverage during June and July. The second spike in coverage 

came in December, when the International Trade Commission recommended tariffs on 

imported steel and steel companies started to discuss plans to consolidate the industry. 

Figure 1. Coverage by month
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3 See http://www.lexisnexis.com for access information. 
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Interestingly, the dominant media source responsible for the creation of the main 

media frame is the steel industry (Table 1). Steel industry officials and steel industry 

workers together make up 40 percent of the news sources, which can be compared to 21 

percent government sources, 18 percent expert sources, 15 percent foreign sources and 

only 6 percent of the sources being domestic producers and consumers of steel. 

Especially in the early period of the examined coverage the steel industry has great 

leeway in setting the dominant media frame because other media sources are rare. The 

main frame is also reinforced by government sources. 

Table 1. Media sources 

Media 
sources 

Steel 
industry 
officials 

Steel 
industry 
workers Experts 

Govern-
ment 

officials 

Domestic 
producers 

and 
consumers 

Foreign 
sources 

Number 
of 

sources 29 3 14 17 5 12 
Share of 

total 
sources 36 % 4 % 18 % 21 % 6 % 15 % 

 

The frame analysis shows that unfair foreign import competition is most often 

depicted as the main problem affecting the steel industry (Table 2). The following 

statement of a steel industry executive is telling of the dominant framing: 

“All American steel producers have been victimized by high levels of imports sold 

at prices that violate United States law and international trade rules. That is why the 

industry supports President Bush's initiative to end market-distorting practices around 

the world…” (New York Times 2001a) 

 
During the first part of the time period, from March 2001 to November 2001, 

foreign imports are by far the most commonly cited problem. This is important, because 

it is arguably during the early stages of the debate that the main frame is set. This 

dominant frame also has an inherent strength in that it is based on the familiar concept 
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of unfair “others”, whereas news information about only an ailing industry lacks a 

readily available frame. The dominant frame is thus constructed in line with the 

theoretical findings on episodic conflict framing. 

Table 2.  Problem definitions  

Core problem 
(number of 
references) Imports 

Ailing 
industry 

Slow 
economy Tariffs 

Challenging 
market Other 

Whole period 29 23 5 12 15 6 
Mar-Nov 18 5 5 7 6 1 
Dec-Mar 11 18 0 5 9 5 

 

General references to the ailing steel industry are not far behind in the total tally, 

but there is an interesting dynamic in how the core problem is defined. During the last 

few months before the imposition of tariffs, from December 2001 to March 2002, the 

steel industry tried to add significantly to the main frame. In short, it tried to suggest 

that the industry needed consolidation and that the government, in order to facilitate 

industry restructuring, should take over legacy pension and benefits liabilities, i.e. a 

lump-sum grant to the industry. The following citation is typical of the attempt to 

change the main frame: 

“Struggling with bankruptcies and hurt by foreign imports, the nation's biggest 

steel companies said yesterday that they were asking the Bush administration and 

Congress to back a plan allowing up to half a dozen steel makers to merge into a single 

company and to shift billions of dollars in retiree health care costs to the government.” 

(New York Times 2001b) 

 
The addition to the problem definition was thus not grounded in a clear concept 

of a malevolent outsider, but rather in the inefficiency of the industry itself. To no 

surprise, this framing did not succeed in getting the industry a lump-sum grant, although 

that would have been an economically more efficient policy than imposing tariffs. 



Explaining Protective Trade Policies  Patrik Svensson 

14 

Other problem definitions were not very visible in the news coverage. Foreign 

sources continuously suggested that an imposition of tariffs would constitute the main 

problem. Another problem definition focused on a generally challenging market, in part 

caused by global over-supply of steel, and suggested that global steel production should 

be lowered through multilateral negotiations. 

The core problem of the main frame is thus unfairly trading foreigners, and the 

framing implicitly suggests that trade should be targeted directly with tariffs to restrict 

imports and eliminate the problem of unfair competition. This goes hand in hand with 

tariffs being the most commonly suggested policy solution (Table 3). 

Table 3. Suggested policies 

Policy 
(number of 
references) 

Import 
restrictions 

Free 
trade 

Industry 
restructuring 

Government 
takeover of 
pensions 

and benefits 

Other 
/ 

None 
Whole period 23 14 8 10 22 
Mar-Nov 11 9 3 2 12 
Dec-Mar 12 5 5 8 10 

 

Table 3 also shows that the attempt by the steel industry to change the framing 

of their core problem in December 2001 did not lessen the dominance of import 

restrictions as the most commonly suggested policy solution. The strength of the 

prevailing conflict frame is thus significant for policy proposals even when alternative 

problem definitions are available. 

In addition, the dominant frame does not leave room for other policies but 

instead creates a dichotomy between imposing and not imposing tariffs. Supporting this 

phenomenon is the fact that the bulk of coverage, 75 percent, is primarily episodic and 

rarely mentions the economic side effects of tariffs or other possible policies (Table 4). 

The most visible alternative frame is presented by foreign sources, who suggest that the 

U.S. protectionist policies would be the core problem and that free trade should be 
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pursued. Domestic producers and consumers are hardly visible in the debate, but do get 

support from some experts in framing protection from trade as hurtful to the economy. 

Table 4. Coverage characteristics 

Characteristic Episodic 
coverage 

Thematic 
coverage 

No economic 
effects 

discussed 

Economic 
effects 

discussed 
Number of 

articles 52 17 55 14 

Share of 
coverage 75 % 25 % 80 % 20 % 

 

In summary, the analysis shows that steel industry supplies the media with a 

trade frame that defines unfair foreign imports as the core problem and suggests import 

restrictions as the preferred policy solution. This trade frame is very compatible with 

media routines and public perceptions due to its focus on malevolent “others”, in this 

case unfairly subsidizing and dumping trade partners. The media framing focuses 

attention on tariffs and the highly episodic coverage leaves little room to explore 

alternative policies or to shift attention from the foreign competitors. Even when the 

steel industry tries to change the trade frame, it is not successful although the lump-sum 

grant sought by the industry amounts to a more efficient redistributive policy than 

tariffs. Consequently, the trade frame supplied by the steel industry dominates media 

coverage and presents a binary policy choice between imposing and not imposing 

import restrictions. As shown in the literature review, the media frame is likely to affect 

both voters and policy makers. 

The empirical findings thus support the notion that media effects give special 

interest groups incentives to seek support through economically inefficient trade 

interventions rather than through more efficient redistributive policies such as sectoral 

subsidies. 
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Conclusions 

This study supports the hypothesis that special interest groups, knowing that policy 

makers use media coverage as a constraining proxy for public opinion, have incentives 

to pursue protectionist trade policies because they are more easily picked up in 

mainstream media discourse due to the connection to familiar conflict framing. The 

failed attempt by the steel industry to supply an alternative but unfamiliar frame with an 

implied solution that was economically more efficient lends further support to the 

hypothesis. To the extent that policy makers are concerned about real or perceived 

public opinion, they have incentives to adopt tariff-based or other import-restricting 

trade policies, rather than economically more efficient redistributive policies, wherever 

the conflict frame is prevalent and special interest groups have media access.  

It should be noted that these conclusions are based on assumptions of bounded 

rationality and asymmetric information, thereby differing from and complementing 

neoclassical theories. 

Further research should seek to formalize the findings of this study and 

determine whether they are generally applicable across political systems, economic 

systems and economic sectors. To this end, it is essential to collect data directly from 

policymakers, special interest groups and the public regarding their interactions with the 

media on the issue of trade policy. A failure to do this would be to ignore the very real 

effects of media on economic agents. 
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Appendix I: Lessons from institutional theory 

The approach of this study is not unique, but rather in the same vein as many other 

works exploring possibilities to complement neoclassical theories. In particular, 

institutional theory analyses the role and significance of public regulation in terms 

mutual to this study. According to North (1990, p. 4), institutions “define and limit the 

set of choices of individuals”. Media frames are thus an example of constraints that are 

included in a broad definition of institutions and institutional theory provides an 

important backdrop to this study. The findings of North (1990) are helpful both to grasp 

the basic approach of this study and to gain further understanding of current trade 

regimes by considering the nature of institutional change. 

North (1990, p. 8) makes the crucial assumption that actors in political and 

economic markets frequently rely on incomplete information which is processed 

through subjective mental constructs. The obvious goal is to address the simplified 

understanding of the nature of human interaction in neoclassical theory. In essence, 

rational actors are substituted for human individuals with differing abilities and means 

of interpreting reality. According to North (1990, p. 67), institutional constraints, made 

up of a complex of formal and informal constraints, shape choice sets of individuals in 

various contexts. Media frames thus constitute one form of informal constraints using 

this terminology. The true extent of the framework of institutional constraints in a 

particular setting is extremely hard to measure, though transaction costs represent one 

observable dimension (North 1990, p. 68). 

Maximizing actors can either act within the existing institutional framework or 

try to alter the constraints. North (1990, p. 83) states that the agent of change is the 

individual entrepreneur and that change is largely incremental. Institutional constraints 

in this model are nested in a hierarchy where each level is more costly to alter than the 
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previous level (North 1990, p. 83). Maximizing actors will take into account the costs of 

changing the constraints to their own favor when making decisions, balancing the costs 

and benefits of change and investment within existing constraints at the margin. The 

institutional framework is thereby stabilized by the increasing costs of change. An 

interesting consequence of these propositions is that ideas and ideologies become 

important sources of institutional change when individuals can express their preferences 

at a low cost to themselves, such as through the electoral process in a democratic state 

(North 1990, p. 85-86). 

Adjustments at the margin are results of bargaining between different groups 

with different preferences and bargaining power. Because some actors choose to explore 

the most efficient actions within existing constraints, interest groups with stakes in 

maintaining status quo are always likely to exist (North 1990, p. 99). In the long run, 

consistently inefficient activities can prevail due to short-term profit maximization. The 

process of incremental change gives institutional change its path-dependent character, 

meaning that once a course is set, it is likely to be reinforced (North 1990, p. 99). 

The institutional theory as described by North adds to the understanding of this 

study in two important ways. First, it proposes how media framing can be integrated 

into and understood in the context of a larger societal framework of constraints on 

actors. Second, the path-dependent process of institutional change á la North can in 

itself partially explain some current tariff regimes. 

North (1990, p. 100) concludes that “path dependence means that history 

matters. We cannot understand today’s choices (and define them in the modeling of 

economic performance) without tracing the incremental evolution of institutions”. 

Looking at the history of trade regulation, rulers with poor administrative capabilities 

have known that trade tariffs are an easy way to add to government revenue. Indeed, 
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tariffs contributed to more than 50 percent of the United States government revenue 

from 1870 to 1914 (Baack and Ray, 1983). Historical evidence also shows that the 

United States government has had difficulties in taking away protection once it has been 

provided (Gardner and Kimbrough 1989). Furthermore, Brainard and Verdier (1993) 

show that industries that receive high protection are more likely to retain high levels of 

protection in the future. These findings are suggestive general examples of path 

dependence in the case of trade regulation – once tariffs were introduced to provide 

revenue they proved to be politically hard to remove. Another interesting exercise is to 

specifically examine the U.S. steel industry using the perspective of institutional theory 

while taking history and the above findings into account. The steel industry has 

historically received high protection and is likely to have vested interests in maintaining 

the current institutional framework. Large investments in existing, but supposedly old, 

technology mean that the steel industry has strong incentives to fight to maintain 

existing trade regulation. Its bargaining power may thus be significantly large to resist 

any actions for change by less well organized interest groups.  

In summary, institutional theory can provide an important foundation both for 

the understanding of this study and for the understanding of current trade regimes.  
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