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Abstract

The rise of radical right parties is a Europe-wide phenomenon. While many studies de-

scribe the individual or regional characteristics associated with high propensity to vote for

the far-right, we know little about the causal impact of economic shocks on electoral sup-

port for the far-right. Over the period 1995-2012, we examine the impact of trade-shocks,

measured as exposure to low-wage country import competition, on the local vote share of

the National Front, the French main far-right party, during presidential elections. We use

small communities (cantons) as units of observations and include province (département)

fixed effects, so that the identifying variation comes from within-province change in im-

ports exposure over time. We find evidence of a small but significantly positive impact of

import competition exposure on votes for the far-right: a one standard-deviation increase

in imports-per-worker causes the change in the far-right share to increase by 7 percent of

a standard deviation. Further results suggest that this effect has been increasing over the

time period considered. We conduct a simple sensitivity test supporting the notion that

(i) omitting local share of immigrants is likely to bias our estimate downward, and that

(ii) this bias is likely to negligible.
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1 Introduction

Extreme right populist parties (ERPP) have received large electoral support in many West Eu-

ropean countries since the 1980s (Ignazi, 2003).1 These repeated successes, continued over the

2000s and arguably magnified by the crisis, contrast with the experience of radical left which has

gone through a relative decline across Europe since 1989 (March and Mudde, 2005). Given the

weight of the far-right in the political debate and the radical measures it proposes to implement,

understanding the causal factors behind its electoral success appears an important endeavor.2

Hostility to immigration is one of the traditional defining features of ERPP (Kitschelt, 1995).

Immigration has accordingly been the focus of a large share of the empirical research on the far-

right. While many papers have documented a correlation between hostility to foreigners and

support for the far-right,3 Halla et al. (2013) provide the first causal estimate of immigration

on the electoral success of ERPPs, for the case of Austria. Controlling for local economic con-

ditions and instrumenting for current level of immigrants’ presence at the neighborhood level

with historical settlement patterns, they find a substantial positive impact of immigration on

the electoral share for the FPO (the Austrian ERPP).

Immigration however is only one dimension of ERPPs’ programs. Over the 1990s, ERPPs

across Europe have been increasingly vocal detractors of globalization (Zaslove, 2008). That

trend has pursued over the 2000s. Academic research has increasingly investigated and sup-

ported the notion that the far-right’s appeal grew among those who considered themselves as

losing out from rising economic integration (Kitschelt, 2007). The transformation of the electoral

basis as well as of the economic agenda of the far-right is perhaps most evident in France. The

National Front (FN henceforth) has increasingly focused on economic precariousness, pointing

at globalization as the main culprit behind the difficulties faced by the workers while propos-

ing increasingly “leftist” policies (Ivaldi, 2013). Meanwhile it has been the main recipient of

“working-class” votes during the presidential elections of 2002, 2007 and 2012.4 While a large

1Ignazi (2003) p.200 documents that for Austria, Italy, France, Belgium, Norway, and Switzerland such parties
have scored about 10 % of votes in national parliamentary elections during the 1990s.

2Regarding the influence of the far-right, Bale et al. (2010) document and attempt to explain the how social
democratic parties adapt to the rise of far-right populist parties in Northern European countries. Williams (2006)
studies and provides evidence regarding the role of far-right as a agenda-setter in France, Germany, and Austria.

3There are two main strands in this literature. The first uses cross-country regressions relating immigration
share to electoral success of the far-right. The second uses survey data where respondents document their opinion
their opinion about immigration and their political preferences.

4Working-class employees (“ouvriers” in French) made up about 25 percent of the working-age population as
of 2005 (INSEE, 2013).
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literature has described the progressive “proletarization” of ERPPs over the 1990s and 2000s,

and analyzed the social and economic correlates of electoral support for the far-right,5 there is

still little knowledge about the causal effect of local economic conditions on its electoral success.

This paper aims at filling this gap by treating more carefully the issue of endogeneity of economic

shocks with respect to voting outcomes as well as improving the measurement of such shocks.

In this paper, we estimate the impact of trade-induced economic shocks on the local electoral

success of the far-right in France.6 An obstacle to studying empirically the impact of interna-

tional competition on voting outcomes lies in the difficulty to obtain a measure of import compe-

tition with enough variation without resorting to cross-country regressions from which it is hard

to draw causal conclusions.7 We construct a panel of small geographical units (“canton-ville”

of which there are about 3,500 in mainland France and which we will refer to as communities)

for France. We circumvent the issue of measurement by interacting the initial sectoral com-

position of each community with nationwide sector-specific imports originating from low-wage

countries , thus obtaining within-country cross-sectional variation in import competition expo-

sure (This approach was pioneered by Autor et al. (2013)). We use a model in first-difference

with departement-period fixed-effects (there are 96 departements in mainland France), and ac-

cordingly rely on within-departement cross-sectional variation in changes in import competition

between each election to estimate the effect of interest.

We find evidence of a positive and significant modest effect of import competition. On av-

erage, an increase in change in imports-per-worker (denoted as ∆IPW ) of $ 1000 causes a rise

in 0.4 percentage point in change in the far-right share of votes between two elections. Due

to rising variation in exposure to import competition over time, this constant coefficient trans-

lates into an increasing normalized effect overtime. For the period 1995-2002, 2002-2007 and

2007-2012, increasing of one period-specific standard deviation in imports-exposure causes sup-

port for the far-right to rise by, respectively, 2.7 %, 6.6 % and 8.98 % of a standard deviation.

Allowing the estimated coefficient to vary over time, we find mixed evidence of an increasing

effect overtime. We assess the robustness of our results with respect the local share of immi-

grants, a well-documented factor of support for the far-right, and conclude that omitting a local

5For instance, Jackman and Volpert (1996)’s study finds cross-country evidence that ERPP benefit from high
unemployment. This seminal paper has started a large literature on the topic.

6This paper thus reverses the focus of Halla et al. (2013) in the sense that it concentrates on local economic
shocks while accounting for the local presence of foreigners. Halla et al. (2013) proceed the other way around
and are not particularly interested in the effect of economic shocks.

7For instance, Levine and Zervos (1993) provide, in the context of “growth empirics”, an exposition of the
general statistical and conceptual issues associated with cross-country empirical studies.
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measure of migrant presence introduce little bias in our estimate. France, as many countries

of Western Europe, has experienced the increasing electoral success of the far-right since the

early 1980s. The far-right was absent of the 1981 French presidential election. It first made an

impressive breakthrough in 1984 during the EU elections when it received 11 percent of votes.8

Ever since, it scored above 14 percent in all but 2007 presidential elections with an average score

around 15 percent.9 The last election 2012 saw the highest score ever achieved by the Front

National, at 17.9 percent, 1 percentage point above the score realized by Jean-Marie Le Pen in

2002 (when he qualified for the second round). The period we cover (1995 to 2012) is particu-

larly interesting as it has been marked by a programmatic shift in the economic discourse of the

FN. Ivaldi (2013) shows that it has recently moved away from free-market oriented programs

towards redistributive, protectionist and social policies. Moreover, economic issues have gained

more prominence in the party’s discourse. French presidential elections lend themselves well to

the study of the impact of local economic conditions on voting behavior as voters across the en-

tire country choose from same set of candidates. This is unlike legislative elections where parties

appoint a different candidate in each electoral district, which could lead to confound the effect

of trade shocks with that of parties’ candidate choice of an optimal candidate for a given district.

The focus on low-wage import competition is justified by its tremendous growth over the past

two decades. Chinese exports in particular have been growing in constant value at an astound-

ing pace of 15 percent per year. The potential labor market effects of such steep progression

has given rise to a heated political debate in most high-income economies. This rapidly ris-

ing economic openness has occurred concomitantly to the “proletarianization” of the European

far-right parties (both in terms of electoral support and programmatic focus). By documenting

some of the political consequences of globalization, we contribute to inform the debate on the

cost and benefits of increasing economic integration with low-cost countries.

Our paper is related to a large empirical literature on the contextual factors of support for

the far-right. As pointed out by Arzheimer (2009): “Research on the voters of the extreme

right in Western Europe has become a minor industry...”. However, although there exist many

studies relating some measure of economic hardship to far-right voting, there are very few studies

8The noted electoral success of the new far-right was during a local by-election in 1983, where the FN and
other mainstream right-wing parties formed a coalition to defeat the socialist candidate during the second round
(Gaspard, 1990).

9During the 2007 election, Nicolas Sarkozy managed to divert a large share of FN voters (Mayer, 2007). He did
so by stressing issues usually dear to the core FN electorate, notably national identity and immigration control.
However, there is a suspicion that this shift towards the right of the mainstream right parties facilitated, in the
medium-run, the so-called de-demonisation of the FN (Mayer, 2013a).
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looking at the impact of international competition on the electoral support for ERPPs that deal

explicitly with the issue of endogeneity. This is surprising given the impressive increase in

imports penetration by low-wage countries (most notably China) over past two decades and the

large consequences this process has had on the labor market markets in high-income countries,

particularly on the labor market outcomes of low-skill workers, the subset of the population which

is the most inclined to support the far-right.10 Two recent exceptions are Dippel et al. (2017)

and Colantone and Stanig (2017). Colantone and Stanig (2017) use data on European regions

in order to analyze the impact of rising trade competition from China onto the rise of economic

nationalism. We follow a very similar empirical approach but focus on within-region variation

in import competition to achieve identification, thus allowing to compare communities affected

differently by low wage country competition but yet located very close to one another. The paper

most similar to ours is Dippel et al. (2017). It investigates the impact of import competition

and export opportunities on radical right voting in Germany. Their results suggest that import

competition increased the share of the right radical votes and that this effect is mostly mediated

by labor market turmoil. The French context is interesting as it is characterized by larger

labor market impact of import competition and larger support for the far-right – whereas the

German far-right gather much smaller votes on average. However, we do not attempt to unpack

the estimated coefficient into different mechanisms but focus instead on estimating the overall

reduced-form effect in a context where it is likely to be of greater significance.

Another paper that falls close to ours in terms of substantive question (rather than method)

is Swank and Betz (2003). The authors assess the effect of trade-openness on the electoral

success of ERPPs and investigate how this effect varies with welfare state institutions (that are

likely to mitigate the redistributive impact of trade liberalization). They use cross-country varia-

tion in trade-openness (measured as trade-to-GDP ratio), ERPP voting shares and welfare-state

institutions within Western Europe during the 1980s and 1990s. They find no direct effect of

trade-openness and a negative interaction effect between high degree of social protection and

trade-openness, supporting the notion that increase in public spending allows to compensate

10There is a large literature regarding the labor market effect of low-wage country competition. Most relevant
to us is the work by Autor et al. (2013) which shows that locations intensive in Chinese-import competing
industries in the USA tend to have lower employment rate. This effect outside of manufacturing affects primarily
low-skill workers. For Europe, Bloom et al. (2011) show that firms facing strong Chinese competition tend
innovate more but cut employment, especially among production jobs. This study backs the notion that a share
of the observed skill-biased technical change is in fact induced by trade with low-wage countries and finds no
evidence of such phenomenon associated with other high-income countries. Mion and Zhu (2013) use data on
Belgian manufacturing firms and show that Chinese imports are particularly disruptive, due perhaps to their high
degree of sophistication conditional on Chinese wage rates (Rodrik, 2006) and cause firm to reduce employment,
upgrade the average skill of their workforce and increase their share of non-production workers. Malgouyres
(2014) finds large local effect of import competition from China on employment, labor earnings and the structure
of occupations (polarizing impact within manufacturing).
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losers from trade liberalization (Rodrik, 1998). It is difficult to draw causal statements about

the effects of trade shocks from cross-country data as countries differ in many other dimensions

and policies. Hence, while Swank and Betz (2003) include many control variables, it remains

unclear that no not-controlled-for mechanisms drives differences in aggregate ERPP electoral

share. While working-class/production worker status predicts strongly support for the FN,

Oesch (2008) shows that electors of the Front National, for the year 2002, cared mostly about

social issues (cultural homogeneity) rather than economic issues. This result is confirmed by

Mayer (2013b) for the 2012 election. Naturally, given the issues associated with survey data

regarding the self-identification as far-right voters, it seems plausible that only the most rad-

icalized part of the electorate self-identifies themselves as far-right voters thus resulting in a

selected sample.11 Our findings suggest that the documented correlation between working-class

status and support for the FN does not purely reflect the heterogeneity of preference for cultural

homogeneity across socio-economic categories, but that instead economic shocks have been, by

themselves, causing a rise in the support for the far-right.

This paper is also related to the literature on the impact globalization on voting outcomes.

Most of this literature is framed within either the Heckscher-Ohlin or Ricardo-Viner models and

aims at testing their predictions in terms of attitude towards trade-openness using survey data.

Scheve and Slaughter (2001) look at whether individuals’ skills and/or industry of employment

matter for trade-policy preferences and finds support for the HO model in that factor-type is a

more decisive determinant of trade-policy preferences than industry of employment. They also

find that, independently of factor-type or industry of employment, homeowners in areas whose

industries are intensively exposed to international competition are more likely to hold protection-

ist view. This last finding is interesting in that it suggests that beyond people directly employed

in imports-competing industries, communities are susceptible to vote for anti-globalization par-

ties through the home-owning channel, industrial decline leading ultimately to lower land prices.

Mayda and Rodrik (2005) roughly confirms the predictions of a standard HO model for skilled

individuals but not for low-skill ones. However, measurement error is a serious issue in both

of these studies as industry of employment has to be inferred from individuals’occupation and

education. This limits the reliability of their test of the specific-factor model. Interestingly

for our purpose, they find that even after controlling for socio-economic situation, individuals

more hostile to trade-openness tend also to hold nationalistic/chauvinistc opinion. This finding

11For instance, as shown in Oesch (2008), 11.4 percents only of the respondents to the 2002/2003 wave of the
European Social Survey acknowledged to have voted for the Front National while the FN gathered 16.9 percents
of valid votes during the first round of the presidential election of May 2002.
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is corroborated by Mansfield and Mutz (2009). This could imply that following a trade-shock,

impacted voters deciding to vote for a protectionist party are likely to support far-right party.

More closely related to our paper is Margalit (2011) which analyzes electoral outcomes at the

local level. The author uses an innovative measure of trade-induced layoffs in the United-States

that he constructed by collecting the number of assistance requests under the Trade Adjustment

Act for each county from 1996 to 2004. He then looks at the impact of such requests on the share

of votes for the incumbent in the 2004 Presidential elections. The author finds that trade-induced

job destruction has a negative effect on the incumbent share. Moreover, he finds that this effect

exists above and beyond local economic conditions as it is still present after controlling for local

unemployment. We depart from this paper by looking at the electoral effect of a general measure

of trade-exposure (as opposed to focusing on layoffs). Moreover, we focus on electoral support

for the Front National, a party with a clear anti-immigration and anti-globalization platform,

as opposed to looking at incumbent effect. More over, while our measurement of exposure to

import competition captures not only possibly job losses but also a host of other effects – lower

real wage growth, stress at work (Colantone et al., 2015) – that might be driving radical voting.

Finally, Autor et al. (2016) estimate the impact of Chinese import competition on “political

polarization”, that is electing politicians at the very left or very right of the political spectrum in

congressional elections. I use the same empirical approach in a different context, the first round

of French presidential elections. The first round of French presidential elections is interesting

in that a single candidate is running in front of the whole electorate. This limits the scope for

parties to tailor their offer to the particular economic conditions of a given district – for instance

by sending candidates with more or less anti-globalization stances or blue-collar background in

trade impacted areas. The setting allows us to partial out political party-driven “supply side”

factors and focus instead on the demand side of the electoral market – holding the political offer

constant across different districts.

The rest of the paper is organized as follow. Section 2 presents some background on the far-

right in France and introduce the data and measurement of imports-exposure. Section 3 presents

the specification and some descriptive evidence. Section 4 shows the results and discusses them.

The conclusion follows.
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2 Data and measurement

We intend to measure the impact of exposure to import competition from low-wage countries

on the propensity of communities to vote for the far-right. Hence the paper resorts to data

on vote, trade and local sectoral composition of employment. The data on votes come from

the Interior Ministry and are at the municipality level (there are about 36,000 municipalities in

France). The DADS (Déclaration annuelle de données sociales) dataset is an exhaustive matched

employer-employee administrative dataset containing information for all employees of the non-

farm private sector in France. We use it to measure the sectoral structure of local employment.

Publicly available data on bilateral trade flows are used to measure imports (UN Comtrade).

More details on the mapping of products (Comtrade) into sectors (DADS) is provided in the

appendix A.

Formally, we start by computing a index of imports exposure, called “Imports-per-Worker”

according the following formula:

∆IPWit =
∑
s

List
Lit

∆Mst

Lst
(1)

where Mst stands for imports from low-wage countries to France for sector/period st, Lst is

equal to employment in France for sector/period st, Lit is total employment in area/period it,

and ∆xt refers to changes in variable x between periods t and t + 1. We use the list of man-

ufacturing intensive low-wage countries as established by Auer et al. (2013). The list includes

six-countries: China, India, Malaysia, Mexico, the Philippines and Thailand.12

We improve measurement by explicitly accounting for interdependence between cantons by

using the shares of workers initially commuting from one canton to another. That is, for each

canton i we compute a weighted average of all cantons imports exposure (∆IPWjt for j = 1, ..., N

when N is the number of cantons) using commuting shares between canton i and j during the

initial year as weights. Formally, the index to be used in the estimation is defined as the following:

∆IPW it =
∑
j

ηijt∆IPWjt (2)

, where ηijt is the share of workers living in canton i and working in canton j at time t

(beginning of the period).

12Auer et al. (2013) is a extension to Europe of the work on the deflationist impact of low-wage country imports
for the United-states by Auer and Fischer (2010).
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2.1 Descriptive statistics and geographical overview

Table 1 presents some community-level statistics. The median electoral size of a “canton” is

7,000 registered voters. The change in FN voting share between the first rounds of 1995 and

2012 is 3.18 percentage point on average with substantial variation across areas (standard de-

viation on 4.70 percent). The simple and commuting-adjusted measures of imports exposure

have roughly the same mean , the simple measure has a much larger standard deviation than

commuting-adjusted measure. It stems from the fact that it is computed as a convex combination

of the simple measure. In economic terms, it conveys the notion that employment opportunities

do not vary as dramatically across space as the local presence of jobs, because of the possibility

of workers to commute to different communities to take up jobs.

Figure 1 shows the spatial distribution of FN votes. The blue lines corresponds to province

(or département) boundaries. The left panel (a) show the vote in 1995. The strongest concen-

trations of FN votes in the South-East and along the Mediterranean coast, around Lyon, in the

East (Alsace and Moselle) and North and East of Paris. A regression of FN shares on a full set of

province dummies yield an R-square of 70 percent, suggesting there is not much within-province

variation. The right panel (b) displays the change in local shares of FN votes between 1995 and

2012. The average increase is 3.8 points but there is a lot of variation around the mean. The

most impressive gains were realized in the very North and in the center and West of France.

Gains in the East (Alsace) were limited but 1995-level was very high as most communities there

had FN shares comprised between 20 and 30 percent in 1995. The R-square of a regression of

change in FN voting share on a full set of province dummies is equal to 50 percent implying

that within-province variation is higher in changes than in levels.

Figure 2 displays the spatial distribution of the imports-exposure index. Panel (a) shows the

simple index while (b) shows the commuting-adjusted index. A comparison of the Southern most

province along the Western side between Panel (a) and (b) illustrates the difference between the

two measure. While Panel (a) shows only a couple of very exposed communities (colored in dark

red) surrounded by unexposed ones (colored in light pink or white), adjusting for commuting

patterns in Panel (b) diffuses the exposure and smoothes it, with many communities facing in-

termediate level of exposure (colored in darker shades of pink).
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The crux of our empirical approach is to relate the within-province (entities delimited by the

blue lines) variation from Panel (b) Figure 1 to within-province variation from Panel (b) Figure

2.

3 Empirical approach

3.1 Baseline specification

We adopt the following specification:

∆FNit = β∆IPW it +X ′itδ + γd(i),t + εit (3)

,where it refers to canton i during period t to t+ 1. ∆FNit is the change in voting share of

the FN. ∆IPW it has been defined above. Xit is a set of demographic controls from the Census.

It includes: total population, a set of share of total population for sex s and age category a with

7 different age categories (0-14 year old, 15-29 year old, ..., 90 year old and more). The data

come from the Census of 1990 (associated with the 1995-2002 period), 1999 (associated with the

2002-2007 period), 2006 (associated with the 2007-2012 period). εit is an idiosyncratic shock

that we assume uncorrelated with the regressors. The term γd(i),t represents a province-period

fixed effect.

Adopting a first-difference model allow us to control for time-invariant heterogeneity. Given

the inclusion of period × province (or département in French) dummies, the identifying vari-

ation under this specification comes from within-province cross-sectional variation in changes

in exposure to low-wage country imports. Yet, there is a suspicion that domestic nation-wide

sectoral shocks might driving imports from low-wage countries. To the extent that these shocks

might also be affecting or correlated to support in the far-right, they will bias the OLS estimates

of Equation 3. In the next subsection, we present the instrumental variable approach we follow

to deal with this issue.
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3.2 Instrumental variable approach to deal with the endogeneity of

sectoral imports

Nation-wide sector specific shocks (supply or demand) are partly driving the amount of goods

imported in France from abroad. If these shocks affect simultaneously sectoral imports and votes

for the far-right, through their impact on labor market outcomes for instance, OLS estimates

will be biased. As sectoral shocks are likely to affect each community differently depending on

local characteristics, period fixed-effects do not absorb such shocks. In this section, we formalize

this argument to motivate and explain our instrumental variable approach.13

Consider the following data generating process (for simplicity, we ignore covariates, the cross-

commuting shares weighing and omit the time subscript):

∆FNi = α0∆IPWi + ei (4)

We recall the definition of ∆IPWi.

∆IPWi =
∑
i

Lis
Li

∆Ms

Ls
=
∑
s

θis
∆Ms

Ls
=
∑
s

θisms

The share of employment in sector s in location i is denoted θis and ms is the change in imports

to initial employment ratio for sector s. For simplicity, we consider it as a parameter (i.e. non

stochastic) here.

We consider the case where the error terms eit is composed of (i) a weighted sum of nation-wide

sectoral supply and demand shocks (which we denote ws and xs respectively) and (ii) a proper

error term uncorrelated with any other terms included in the regression.

eit = aS
∑
s

λisws + aD
∑
s

λisxs + εi

where the parameter aS and aD determines the sign and magnitude of the impact of supply

and demand shocks, respectively, on the changes in the voting share of the FN and λis is an

unobserved term representing the “importance” of sector s in location i (hence it is expected to

be highly similar to θis). We can rewrite equation (4) as:

∆FNi = α0θ
′
im + λ′i(aSw + aDx) + εi (5)

where w and x are vectors respectively containing the nation-wide sector-specific supply and

13This approach was pioneered by Autor et al. (2013).
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demand shocks, and m is the vector containing the changes in imports to initial employment

ratios. This specification is reminiscent of panel model with interactive fixed-effect (Bai, 2009)

in the sense that the unobserved heterogeneity term λi is multidimensional (the length of vector

λi is here equal to the number of sectors in the economy) and is allowed to interact with shocks

that are common through the rest of the cross-sectional units.

Hence OLS estimation of the main specification will be biased due the covariance between

∆IPWi and λ′i(aSγ + aDψ) which we can write as:

cov(θ′im, λ′i(aSw + aDx)) = aSθ
′
icov(m,w)λi + aDθ

′
icov(m,x)λi

We assume that s 6= s′ ⇒ cov(ms, ws′) = cov(xs, ws′) = 0 which amounts to ignoring cross-

sectors relationships (driven for instance by input-output linkages or substitution in consumption

between goods). Therefore we get the following expression:

cov(θ′im, λ′i(aSw + aDx)) = aS
∑
s

θisλiscov(ms, ws) + aD
∑
s

θisλiscov(ms, xs)

We expect the covariance between nationwide unobserved sectoral supply shocks and imports-

per-worker (cov(ms, ws)) to be negative. When French producers in sector s are subject to a

negative supply shock ( ws < 0 e.g. mandatory nation-wide reduction in weekly working-time

with no reduction in monthly wages), one would expect an increase in purchase in goods s from

foreign suppliers, including China and other low-wage countries. That suggests cov(ms, ws) < 0.

On the other hand, as xs represents demand shocks, one would expect that cov(ms, xs) > 0.

Economic hardship is supposed to increase the support for the far-right, hence we have aS < 0

and aD < 0. According to this framework, the bias introduced by unobserved sectoral shocks

could either be positive or negative depending on the relative magnitude of supply and demand

shocks and how they affect imports from low-wage country. Because these nation-wide shocks

affect each community differently, through to the vector λi, including periods fixed-effects does

not solve the issue.

We resort to an instrumental variable strategy whereby we instrument actual exports from

low-wage countries to France by Chinese exports to a set of high-income countries whose eco-
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nomic cycle is weakly related to that France.14 The formula for the instrument is the following:

∆IPW o
it =

∑
s

List
Lit

∆M o
st

Lst
(6)

where ∆M o
st is Chinese exports to the set of selected other high-income countries. The

identifying assumption underpinning the validity of this instrument is that Chinese exports to

these countries are independent from domestic shocks in France and that the correlation between

French imports from low-wage countries and Chinese exports to these countries is only driven

by supply-side improvements in China or common to China and other low-wage countries.

3.3 Discussion of the treatment effect captured by IPW

A variable that is closely related to IPW it is the Bartik-instrument (Bartik, 1991). It interacts

initial sectoral shares with nation-wide sectoral trends in employment growth. The Bartik-

variable is typically used an instrument for local unemployment or shift in local labor demand.

For our purpose, i.e. estimating the impact of trade shocks on the voting share of the far-right,

we do not think IPW it can be used as an instrument for a specific labor market outcome, such

as local unemployment rate. Indeed, there are many potential channels other than unemploy-

ment through which imports exposure can negatively affect labor market outcomes (downward

pressure on wages, increase in working flexibility and rates etc.), thus suggesting that the exclu-

sion restriction is not satisfied. Hence, our estimates should be interpreted as the reduced-form

impact of increase in low-wage import competition. Isolating the causal channels will the object

of further research. As illustrated by Margalit (2011), it could be that trade shocks have an

electoral impact above and beyond their effect on the labor market. Previous work in France

suggest that local labor demand shocks likely to push youth unemployment up are associated

with rise in crime (Fougre et al., 2009) which could be another channel. One appeal of using the

index IPW index in a specification relying on local variation is that it captures a diffuse and

comprehensive effect unlike a spectacular plant-closure which would be likely, notably through

media-exposure, to contaminate nearby or even distant locations.

14These countries are the same as in Dauth et al. (2014) and include: Australia, Canada, Japan, New Zealand,
Norway, Singapore, Sweden, United Kingdom. We excluded all countries from continental Europe which are part
of the euro zone.

12

Clément Malgouyres



4 Results

4.1 Baseline results

We present the baseline results from OLS estimation in Table 2. Column (1) display the coef-

ficient for a specification with no other covariates. The introduction of demographic structure

roughly halves the estimated coefficients (Column (2)). The introduction of controls for educa-

tion diminishes further the estimated relationship as can be seen in Column (3) with a point

estimate of 0.27. All three estimates are significantly different than 0 at the 1 percent confidence

level.

It is no entirely clear at first whether education should be included in our regression. Indeed,

it is likely that the share of college workers is affected by trade shocks. There is an important

literature documenting the mobility differential in response to local labor market shocks which

concludes, roughly, that college educated workers are much more likely to move out of declining

labor market than lower educated workers (Notowidigdo, 2011).15 As result, communities struck

by large increase in imports exposure are likely to see their share of college educated workers

decrease, relatively to other communities. To deal with this issue, I use the share in the adult

population which completed a college degree for the Census year 1990, that is before imports

from low-wage countries represented a significant share of French external trade.

As discussed above, nation-wide sector imports might reflect not only the rise of competi-

tiveness of low-wage countries but also domestic demand and supply shocks. In order to isolate

the supply-driven change in exposure to low-wage country imports, we instrument ∆IPW it with

∆IPW
o

it. The results are displayed in Table 3. We see Column (2) that the IV estimate with

no covariate exceed its OLS counter-part by about third with a point estimate of 0.945. The

point estimate is twice lower when demographic controls are included and is not affected much

by the inclusion of the 1990 college share. Column (3) estimate of 0.41 implies that on average

over the period 1995-2012, an increase in IPW it by one cross-sectional standard deviation raise

the change in electoral support for the far-right by about 7 percent of a standard deviation.

15Most of this literature is based on US data. We are not aware of studies documenting this fact for France.
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4.2 Local presence of immigrants

4.2.1 Instrumenting for the current presence of migrants

Much of the literature on the contextual factors driving votes for the far-right is concerned

with the effect of immigration. In our empirical setting and given data availability, it would

be possible to control for the local share of employees that are foreigners and/or born abroad.

However, as argued convincingly by Halla et al. (2013), the local presence of foreigners is most

likely endogenous with-respect-to the voting share of the far-right. There are many channels,

notably the local supply of public housing in the case of France, through which a community

that is particularly prejudiced against immigrants and hence very likely to massively vote for

the FN, could manipulate the presence of immigrants. Moreover, immigrants might be reluctant

to settle in areas where they face a high level of discrimination.

To deal with this issue, Halla et al. (2013) uses historical settlement patterns of foreigners

as an instrument for current immigration. This approach is ubiquitous in the literature on the

labor market effect of migration (e.g. Altonji and Card (1991)). The assumption is that while

past settlements are highly correlated with current immigration, because migrants of a given

nationality tend to locate in the host country where co-nationals are already established, they

are unrelated to the current outcome of interest. While the application of this instrument to the

study of the labor market is rather uncontroversial as there is little suspicion that past immigra-

tion affect current wage through any other channel than the current level of immigration, there

are reasons to doubt that the exclusion restriction underpinning the validity of the instrument is

plausible when the dependent variable is a voting outcome. Historical settlement patterns, even

if they are initially exogenous, are likely to affect the opinion of natives with respect to migrants

over the entire period between the initial settlement and the period at which the election is held,

through the presence of migrants over the entire intermediary period. Hostility to migrants

might arise at some point in time years ahead of the studied election, which might in turn affect

the propensity of migrants to locate in this community.

Taking stock of the difficulty of directly dealing with the endogeneity of the share of foreigners

in the context of electoral studies, rather than including it in our regressions, we use it to bound

the effect of interest for different assumptions regarding the magnitude of the true effect of

immigration on vote for the far-right.
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4.2.2 Assessing the bias for different assumptions on the effect of immigration

Consider our main specification:

∆FNit = β1∆IPWit + β2∆Iit +X ′itδ + γd(i),t + εit

We can rewrite the equation in terms of residuals as:

∆̃FN it = β1∆̃IPW it + β2∆̃I it + εit (7)

where x̃it refers to the residual from the regression of xit on the set of exogenous regressors

(i.e. X ′it and γd(i),t). Estimating Equation (7) using ∆̃IPW
o

it as an instrument and omitting

∆̃I it from the regression yield an estimator for β1 which converges in probability towards:

plim
(
bIV1
)

=
cov
(

∆̃FN, ∆̃IPW
o)

cov
(

∆̃IPW, ∆̃IPW
o) = β1 + β2

cov
(

∆̃I, ∆̃IPW
o)

cov
(

∆̃IPW, ∆̃IPW
o) (8)

Notice that here we use the maintained assumption that cov
(
ε, ∆̃IPW

o)
= 0, i.e. our in-

strumental approach to deal with the endogeneity of imports to nation-wide sectoral imports is

valid. Given our sample estimates for (i) cov
(

∆̃I, ∆̃IPW
o)

and (ii) cov
(

∆̃IPW, ∆̃IPW
o)

, we

can compute the bias for different values of the unknown causal coefficient β2. We report results

for the specification of Column (3) from Table 3 in Table 4. The results clearly show that given

that the ratio
cov
(

∆̃I,∆̃IPW
o)

cov
(

∆̃IPW,∆̃IPW
o) , even assuming strong positive effect of immigration on far-right

votes, the implied bias is very low. Our estimates therefore appear quite robust to the exclusion

of the immigration variable. In the next subsection, we provide evidence that our estimate is ro-

bust to whether communities included where subject to high or low immigrants presence in 1982.

4.2.3 Heterogeneity across communities: past level of immigration

In this paragraph, we present results where the sample has been split according to whether a

community was above or below the median presence of immigrants in 1982 (a time at which the

FN was still a rather obscure political party). Table 5. We see the effect is roughly similar for

both half of the sample (Columns (2) and (3)). If anything, the effect appears to be stronger in

the bottom half, a pattern confirmed by results for the bottom and top terciles of the distribution,

displayed in columns (4) and (5). Note however that the difference between the estimates is not

statistically different.
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4.3 Further results

We assess whether this impact has changed overtime, allowing the treatment to be period-

specific. Results are displayed in Table 6. It shows that for all specifications, only the last

period is driving the results. This is consistent with the notion that the economic crisis triggered

in 2008 and recent FN’s programmatic shift have contributed to increase the marginal impact

economic shock on far-right voting. Estimates in columns (2), (3) suggest a normalized effect of

14.8 and 13.7 percent of a standard deviation respectively (Notice that the normalized impact

goes up in comparison with results from Table 3 both because of the change in estimate and

because the ratio σ(∆IPW )/σ(∆FN) is higher in the last period than on average).

I also carried additional tests of mechanisms at play in set of unreported regressions whose

results are available upon request. First I investigate the role of voter turnout. A rise in the far-

right’s electoral share (defined as the ratio of votes for the FN over the number of expressed valid

votes) following a trade shock could stem from a decline in voter turnout that is heterogenous

across political tendencies. The number of votes for the far-right could be stable but its electoral

share still rise if the trade shock triggers a decline in turnout among citizens less prone to vote

for the far-right. However, I do not find any statistical evidence of an impact on voter turnout

of import competition on voter turn-out. Another channel driving the effect could be that the

composition of registered voters is altered by the trade shocks. For instance, it could be that

following a shock to the local labor market, people less prone to vote for the far-right might

leave declining areas while potential voters for the far-right are less mobile. This is plausible

in light of the documented tendency of highly educated people to be more responsive to local

shocks than lower-educated people (Notowidigdo, 2011) and of the negative association between

education and propensity to vote for the far-right (see e.g. Mayer, 2007). However I do not

find any significant effect of trade shocks on local level of population (unfortunately I cannot

measure migrations directly) or the local share of college graduates. These two results imply

that the estimated positive effect is not driven by either a differential decline in voter turnout

nor a change in the composition of local population of registered voters. They suggest therefore

that the effect is likely to reflect an increase in the absolute number of votes received by the

far-right locally and that this local positive effect was not offset by an “export” of non far-right

voters to less trade exposed communities. Import competition seems therefore likely to have

raised not only the relative support for the far-right across communities but its overall support

at the national level.
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5 Discussion and conclusion

In this paper, we study the impact of imports-exposure of local communities in France on their

propensity to vote for the far-right. Investigating this issue is important to gauge the relevance

of economic factors in the vote for the far-right. As the National Front is promoting policies that,

for some of them, question the founding values of liberal democracy, while some others, can be

considered, more mundanely, poor economics (protectionism, tax cuts and spending increases,

uncoordinated exit of the euro area etc.), it is highly relevant in terms of public policy and social

welfare to assess whether local trade-shocks foster its electoral success. Our focus on low-wage

import competition is justified by the rapid growth of such competition over the past 20 years

and the stronger impact on the labor market it has been shown to have.

The results assembled in this paper suggest a small but significant effect of imports exposure

on the propensity of communities to vote for the FN. Over the last four presidential elections in

France, a one standard deviation increase in imports-exposure has been associated on average

with a 7 percent increase in the change in the far-right voting share. We have shown evidence

suggesting that not controlling for local degree of immigration is unlikely to cause substantial

bias in our findings. The effect of industrial decline on vote have changed over time, benefitting

the far-right mainly during the last period (2007-2012) which can be interpreted as the combined

effect of the Great Recession and the focus of the National Front on economic hardship issues.
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Figure 1: Spatial distribution of FN votes in 1995 and changes between 1995 and 2012
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6 Tables and figures

Table 1: Descriptive statistics

Variables Mean Sd p10 p50 p90
Registered voters 10,527 14,495 2,482 7,160 20,562
FN 14.21 4.38 8.53 14.00 20.06
∆FN 0.87 6.07 -7.82 1.40 8.69
∆IPW 0.6823 1.058 0.053 0.34 1.62
∆IPW 0.675 0.540 0.140 0.570 1.40
Share Foreigners 10.79 7.21 2.29 9.08 21.52
∆ Share Foreigners -0.00 6.70 -7.77 -0.00 9.46
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Figure 2: Spatial distribution of ∆IPW and ∆IPW 1995 to 2012
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Table 2: OLS: First-Difference with Departement-Year FE, ∆IPW

(1) (2) (3) (4)
OLS OLS OLS OLS

∆IPW 0.660*** 0.335*** 0.324*** 0.341***
(0.0743) (0.0529) (0.0537) (0.0537)

Region-Year FE
√ √ √ √

Demographic structure a
√ √ √

College share 1990
√ √

Working Class Share 1990 b
√

N 10140 10140 10140 10140

Notes: The sample consists of 3380 cantons, observed over 3 periods: 1995-2002-2007-2012. Robust clustered standard errors are
reported between brackets. Corsica is excluded from the sample. ∆IPW is expressed in thousands of dollar. a: Demographic
controls include the age-sex distribution for 7 different categories (0-15 year old, 16-24, ... ,74-90, 90 and more), population and
population-squared. b: Share of population with a higher education degree and share of population whose occupation is manual
worker (“ouvrier”) as 1990. Regressions are weighted by 1990 Census population. *p<.10 ** p<.05, *** p<.01.

Table 3: IV: First-Difference with Departement-Year FE, ∆IPW

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
OLS IV IV IV IV
b/se b/se b/se b/se b/se

∆IPW 0.660*** 0.945*** 0.401*** 0.351*** 0.340***
(0.074) (0.113) (0.082) (0.082) (0.082)

Region-Year FE
√ √ √ √ √

Demographic structure a
√ √ √

College Share 1990
√ √

Working Class Share 1990 b
√

Cragg-Donald Stat 7594.5 7097.4 7015.4 6588.1
KP stat 365.4 343.8 343.1 324
N 10140 10140 10140 10140 10140

Notes: The sample consists of 3380 cantons, observed over 3 periods: 1995-2002-2007-2012. Robust clustered standard errors are
reported between brackets. Corsica is excluded from the sample. ∆IPW is expressed in thousands of dollar. a: Demographic
controls include the age-sex distribution for 7 different categories (0-15 year old, 16-24, ... ,74-90, 90 and more), population and
population-squared. Regression are weighted by 1990 Census population. *p<.10 ** p<.05, *** p<.01
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Table 4: Estimated bias of bIV1 for different assumptions regarding the causal effect of immigra-
tion

Value for β2 -5 -3 0 3 5 10

Table 3 Col 3 0.0131 0.0078 0 -0.0078 -0.0131 -0.0262
(bIV1 = 0.41, r = −0.002621)
Table 3 Col 4 0.0131 0.0079 0 -0.0079 -0.0131 -0.0263
(bIV1 = 0.35, r = −0.00263)
Table 3 Col 5 0.0120 0.00723 0 -0.007235 -0.0120 -0.0241
(bIV1 = 0.34, r = −0.002241)

Notes:

The table display the value of β2cov
(

∆̃I, ∆̃IPW
o)
�cov

(
∆̃IPW, ∆̃IPW

o)
given empirical estimates cov

(
∆̃I, ∆̃IPW

o)
and

cov
(

∆̃IPW, ∆̃IPW
o)

where residuals are computed from a regression including demographic controls and province×year fixed

effect. for different values of β2.

Table 5: Heterogeneity based on lagged (1982) share of immigrants

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
All < 50th pctile > 50th pctile < 33rd pctile > 66th pctile

b/se b/se b/se b/se b/se

∆IPW 0.401*** 0.405*** 0.347*** 0.492*** 0.282**
(0.082) (0.094) (0.102) (0.105) (0.122)

Region-Year FE
√ √ √ √ √

Demographic structure a
√ √ √ √ √

KP stat 334.8 223.9 196.7 201.8 137.7
Cragg-Donald stat 7876.3 3295.7 4226.1 2339.2 2873.5
N 10140 5028 5112 3279 3552

Notes: The sample consists of 3380 cantons, observed over 3 periods: 1995-2002-2007-2012. Robust clustered standard errors are
reported between brackets. Corsica is excluded from the sample. ∆IPW is expressed in thousands of dollar. a: Demographic
controls include the age-sex distribution for 7 different categories (0-15 year old, 16-24, ... ,74-90, 90 and more), population and
population-squared. b: Share of population whose occupation is manual worker (“ouvrier”) as 1990. Regressions are weighted
by 1990 Census population. *p<.10 ** p<.05, *** p<.01
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Table 6: Period specific effects

(1) (2) (3) (4)
OLS IV IV IV
b/se b/se b/se b/se

∆IPW× I(period = 95-02) 0.251 0.171 0.057 -0.013
(0.248) (0.393) (0.389) (0.392)

∆IPW× I(period = 02-07) 0.37*** 0.165 0.123 0.116
(0.128) (0.136) (0.113) (0.138)

∆IPW× I(period = 07-12) 0.319*** 0.655*** 0.605*** 0.596***
(0.080) (0.129) (0.118) (0.123)

Region-Year FE
√ √ √ √

Demographic structure a
√ √ √ √

College Share 1990
√ √

Working Class Share 1990 b
√

AP stat 60/263/275 60/261/273 60/254/264
Cragg-Donald stat 1415.9 1410.5
N 10140 10140 10140 10140

Notes: The sample consists of 3380 cantons, observed over 3 periods: 1995-2002-2007-2012. Robust clustered standard errors are
reported between brackets. Corsica is excluded from the sample. ∆IPW is expressed in thousands of dollar. a: Demographic
controls include the age-sex distribution for 7 different categories (0-15 year old, 16-24, ... ,74-90, 90 and more), population and
population-squared. b: Share of population with a higher education degree and share of population whose occupation is manual
worker (“ouvrier”) as 1990. Regressions are weighted by 1990 Census population.

A Trade and Employment Data

We use data on trade from the website un.comtrade.org. The trade data follow the product

classification HS 1992 with 6 digit. The data on employment follows the NACE rev 1.1. classi-

fication which is equivalent to the 4-digit CPA 2002 classification. To convert HS-1992 6-digit

codes into NACE 4-digit codes, we do the following:

1. We use a file available on un.comtrade.org to map HS-1992 into HS-2007.

2. We use one file available on http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/ramon to map HS-2007 into

CPA 2002. The latter maps n-to-one to the NACE rev 1.1.

3. We obtain a correspondence mapping from HS-1992 into NACE rev. 1.1. All HS-1992

6-digit goods that are not uniquely mapped with a NACE 4-digit sector divided across

NACE sectors using weights reflecting each sectors initial “importance” in the economy

(the weights are the employment share in 1995). Non-uniquely mapped goods account

for about 9 %, 8 % and 6% of French imports from China for years 1995,2001 and 2007

respectively.
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Table 7: Total French Imports: Uniquely and Non-Uniquely Mapped ($ millions)

Total Uniquely Non-uniquely Ratio
1995 5,950 5,385 565 .095
1996 6,833 6,236 597 .0873
1997 7,495 6,874 621 .0828
1998 8,178 7,505 673 .0823
1999 8,943 8,237 706 .079
2000 10,515 9,670 845 .0803
2001 10,450 9,635 815 .078
2002 11,380 10,506 874 .0768
2003 15,850 14,660 1,190 .0751
2004 21,398 19,871 1,527 .0714
2005 26,748 24,737 2,011 .0752
2006 30,968 28,652 2,316 .0748
2007 39,533 37,015 2,518 .0637

Note: A product code HS-1992 is considered “uniquely mapped” if according it is uniquely mapped according to our mapping
HS-1992→HS-1996 → NACE built using the conversion tables from RAMON (HS 2007 to CPA) and Comtrade (HS1992 to
HS2007). Each observation for product HS1992 that cannot be uniquely mapped to a NACE sector is dropped (either because
there is no mapping or the mapping is not unique). Column (4) displays the the trade value non-uniquely matched products as
the share of overall imports French imports from China. Trade values are expressed in current dollars.

B Selection of countries

We primarily use the list by Auer et al. (2013) which includes: China, India, Malaysia, Mexico,

Philippines, Thailand, Turkey, Poland, Romania, Slovakia and Bulgaria.
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