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How Preferential Trade Agreements
Affect the U.S. Economy

Summary
Preferential trade agreements (PTAs) are treaties that
remove barriers to trade and set rules for international
commerce between two countries or among a small group
of countries. PTAs directly affect a country’s economy by
altering its flows of trade and investment. Primarily
through trade, PTAs indirectly affect other aspects of a
country’s economy—such as productivity, output, and
employment. As of August 2016, the United States had
established 14 PTAs with 20 of its trading partners. This
report examines the economic literature on trade and
PTAs and summarizes that literature’s findings on how
trade and PTAs have affected the U.S. economy.

How Does Trade Affect the U.S. Economy?
International trade yields several benefits for the U.S.
economy. Trade increases competition between foreign
and domestic producers. That increase in competition
causes the least productive U.S. businesses and industries
to shrink; it also enables the most productive businesses
and industries in the United States to expand to take
advantage of profitable new opportunities to sell abroad
and obtain cost savings from greater economies of scale.
As a result, trade encourages a more efficient allocation of
resources in the economy and raises the average productivity of businesses and industries in the United States.
Through that increase in productivity, trade can boost
economic output and workers’ average real (inflationadjusted) wage. In addition, U.S. consumers and businesses benefit because trade lowers prices for some goods
and services and increases the variety of products available
for purchase.

Not everyone benefits from trade expansion, however.
Although increases in trade probably do not significantly
affect total employment, trade can affect different workers in different ways. Workers in occupations, businesses,
and industries that expand because of trade may make
more money, whereas workers in occupations, businesses,
and industries that shrink may make less money or experience longer-than-average unemployment. Such losses
can be temporary or permanent. Nevertheless, economic
theory and historical evidence suggest that the diffuse and
long-term benefits of international trade have outweighed
the concentrated short-term costs. That conclusion has
consistently received strong support from the economics
profession.1

Why Does the United States Establish
Preferential Trade Agreements?
The United States establishes preferential trade agreements
for economic and noneconomic reasons. Those agreements enable the United States and its partner countries
to realize the economic benefits of increased trade and
investment. In addition, the agreements sometimes harmonize laws and regulations which, among other effects,
make the costs of operating businesses in other countries
more similar to those costs in the United States. An
important noneconomic reason for establishing PTAs is
to achieve foreign policy goals. Those goals include supporting the economies of U.S. allies and promoting the
adoption of preferred domestic policies, such as environmental conservation or stronger workers’ rights.

How Do Preferential Trade Agreements Work?
Preferential trade agreements facilitate trade and investment among member countries. To encourage member
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countries to trade, PTAs reduce or eliminate barriers to
trade, such as import tariffs (taxes that countries impose
on foreign-made goods), restrictions on trade in services,
and other commercial rules that impede the flow of trade.
In addition, PTAs facilitate investment among member
countries by easing regulations on foreign investment and
providing improved legal protections for foreign investors.
Preferential trade agreements also set commercial rules
that, among other effects, narrow differences in the costs
of operations among member countries. For example,
some PTAs establish minimum labor and environmental
standards and protections for intellectual property. If the
costs of compliance are high, those types of rule-based
reforms can impede trade and investment flows, making
some businesses less competitive in foreign markets.
To ensure that member countries comply with the provisions of an agreement, PTAs establish dispute resolution
mechanisms. Those mechanisms can take two forms:
One provides a legal platform for countries to make
claims against other member countries; the other enables
investors in member countries to make claims against the
governments of other member countries.

How Much Have Preferential Trade Agreements
Affected the U.S. Economy and the Federal Budget?
In the Congressional Budget Office’s view, the consensus
among economic studies is that PTAs have had relatively
small positive effects on total U.S. trade (exports plus
imports) and, primarily through that channel, on the
U.S. economy. The effects have been small because
the agreements were mostly between the United States
and countries with much smaller economies and because
tariffs and other trade barriers were generally low when
the agreements took effect. PTAs have had little effect on
the U.S. trade balance (exports minus imports) and have
slightly increased flows of foreign direct investment,
mostly by encouraging additional U.S. investment in the
economies of member countries. As a result, the indirect
effects of PTAs on productivity, output, and employment
in the United States have also been small and positive.
Empirical estimates support that view. But those estimates are uncertain and may be understated, because the
effects of nontariff provisions are hard to measure and
because issues with data keep researchers from identifying
how PTAs affect the service sector.
CBO
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The effect of PTAs on the federal budget is unclear. In
assessing the budgetary impact of previous preferential
trade agreements, CBO’s cost estimates have indicated
that they would slightly lower the amount of federal revenues received from tariffs. However, those results did not
consider how the macroeconomic effects of PTAs might
alter the federal budget. Nevertheless, the small size of the
effects on output suggests that the overall budgetary
effects have also been small.

The Economic Effects of Trade on the
United States
International trade contributes to the overall economic
well-being of people in the United States in many ways.
Without trade, people in the United States can consume
only those goods and services that U.S. businesses can
produce; some goods and services are unavailable, and the
prices of others that those businesses are ill-suited to produce are relatively high. By increasing competition in the
markets for tradable goods and services, increases in trade
tend to raise U.S. productivity. Although trade expansion
can reallocate workers across occupations, businesses, and
industries, it has little effect on total employment in the
long term. Higher productivity as a result of increases in
trade tends to boost workers’ average real wages and output.2 With additional trade, people can consume goods
and services at a lower cost. Lower prices for traded goods
and services enable consumers to buy more goods and
services—and a greater variety of them—with the same
amount of income. Those same effects can also be seen in
other countries that trade globally.
The benefits and costs of trade expansion are not evenly
distributed: The costs are concentrated among less productive workers and businesses in all industries exposed
to greater competition from U.S. trading partners. For
example, laid-off workers in occupations that require less
skill or in industries facing greater competition will experience spells of unemployment while they search for and
train for new jobs. In a flexible and growing economy,
most workers would be able to take advantage of a greater
demand for workers in expanding sectors. However, in
sectors, regions, and occupations with particularly weak
demand for labor, workers could be unemployed for a
long time. Some workers might permanently lose income
or even stop working altogether.

Productivity
Trade can increase a country’s productivity by reallocating
resources to the most productive businesses within
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industries and by increasing the productivity of individual businesses.3 The reallocation of resources occurs in
both import-oriented and export-oriented industries.4
Within all of those industries, increased competition
from abroad pushes the least productive businesses to
close.5 In contrast, profitable new opportunities to sell
abroad encourage the most productive businesses to
expand and export.6 That expansion also allows those
businesses to take advantage of economies of scale and
become even more productive. As a result, the average
productivity of businesses within each industry rises,
boosting the nation’s overall productivity.7 Over the past
few decades, productivity in the U.S. manufacturing sector has improved substantially as competition from trade
increased.8
Increased competition from trade encourages businesses
to invest more in physical capital, improved production
processes, and innovative techniques to remain profitable.9
Closer trade relationships can promote the transmission
of information and new technologies across borders.10
(Some investments arise from such exchanges, particularly
outside of the United States. Businesses’ greater productivity from such investments may have contributed to the
growth of overall productivity in global economies, especially for countries with less-developed economies.)11
Trade can also increase a country’s productivity by reallocating resources to the industries within that country that
can produce goods and services more cheaply than those
in its trading partners. Trade encourages labor and capital
resources to flow between industries to best take advantage of a country’s natural resources, labor force, stock of
physical capital, and technical knowledge. If resources are
shifted from industries that are less productive to industries
that are more productive, then overall productivity rises.

Total Employment and Average Wages
Trade expansion can have different effects on labor markets in the short term and the long term. In the short
term, the competitive pressures from increased trade reallocate productive labor resources. Therefore, total
employment can fall below its maximum sustainable
level, at least temporarily, as workers who lose their job
search for a new job.12 In the long term, total employment should return to its maximum sustainable level as
those displaced workers find jobs in expanding exportoriented industries and in other industries. However, the
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maximum sustainable level of employment may be
greater or smaller than it was before trade expanded.
Insofar as greater trade raises average real wages, the maximum sustainable level of employment may be greater
than before the trade expansion because changes in wages
affect people’s desire to work. In addition, to the extent
that displaced workers cannot find new jobs over the long
term, total employment may be smaller. Although it is
difficult to estimate how trade affects total employment,
the prevailing consensus in the literature is that, over the
long term, trade expansion has had little effect on total
U.S. employment and has raised workers’ average real
wages.

Output
In the short term, the effects of trade expansion on output can be difficult to discern. That is because the effects
from disruptions surrounding the reallocation of resources
may be greater than the effects from increases in productivity. But in the long term, by increasing competition
and domestic productivity, trade generally boosts real
economic output. Evidence from economic studies generally supports the claim that trade has contributed to the
growth of economic output in the United States over
the long term.13

Consumer Spending
Trade benefits consumers mainly by lowering the prices of
some traded goods and services, which raises consumers’
purchasing power.14 When countries trade, consumers pay
less for goods produced more cheaply abroad. But domestic consumers pay more for the goods and services that
their country exports (because of higher demand from
foreign consumers), partially offsetting that effect. In
addition, domestic productivity growth and competition
between businesses put downward pressure on prices.15
Since the mid-1990s, relatively low rates of inflation in
the prices of imports as a result of trade have increased
consumers’ purchasing power around the world.16 Furthermore, low-income consumers in the United States
have benefited more from trade than high-income consumers, because low-income consumers tend to spend a
larger portion of their income on imported goods whose
prices are more likely to fall as a result of trade—
specifically, food and clothing.17
CBO

4

HOW PREFERENTIAL TRADE AGREEMENTS AFFECT THE U.S. ECONOMY

Trade also benefits consumers by increasing the variety
and the availability of products.18 Trade is an important
channel for expanding the number of products available
for purchase by domestic businesses and consumers.19
That greater variety improves consumer welfare, although
measuring the precise extent to which consumers benefit
from more variety is difficult.20

Outcomes for Workers
Trade affects different workers in different ways. Greater
trade benefits some workers, such as those employed in
export-oriented industries or highly skilled occupations.
But it harms other workers, who tend to lose income
when they are displaced from their jobs for trade-related
reasons. Estimating how many workers have lost or
gained jobs from trade is hard because of the challenge of
distinguishing the effects of trade from other factors that
influence labor markets.
Some workers directly benefit from trade. As demand for
labor rises because of trade in export-oriented or fastgrowing industries and businesses, relative wages rise—
benefiting those workers.21 In the United States, another
group of workers who tend to see their wages rise as a
consequence of trade are highly skilled and more-educated
workers whose services are in higher demand.22 Similarly,
those who work in occupations that require fewer routine
or easily automated tasks are likely to see their wages rise
as a result of trade.23
In contrast, trade can be costly for workers who become
unemployed when their occupations, businesses, or
industries shrink. In the United States, trade-displaced
workers tend to work in industries subject to more competition from imports (such as the textile industry), relatively less productive businesses, or occupations involving
easily automated or routine tasks (such as data entry or
customer service). Those workers also are typically less
educated, older, or longer tenured at their previous positions.24 Most trade-displaced workers eventually find
other jobs, but they are unemployed longer than workers
who lose their job for other reasons.25 In addition, tradedisplaced workers tend to earn markedly less once
reemployed.26 Such workers who switch occupations
when reemployed can lose even more income.27 Even
though most displaced workers eventually find new
CBO
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employment, some workers displaced as a result of trade
cannot, and they eventually stop working.
Attributing a lost or gained job to any single factor is difficult; for that reason, researchers have trouble determining how many jobs have been lost or gained from trade.
Nevertheless, several studies have tried to estimate how
many workers have been affected by trade. In one study,
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development examined all available U.S. data but could not
precisely estimate the total number of U.S. workers displaced for trade-related reasons. The analysis suggested
that although only a small share of job losses in the
United States between 1997 and 2003 could be confidently attributed to trade-related factors, it is possible
that increased competition from foreign firms was an
important factor in a much larger share of all job displacements in the United States over those years.28
Another study found that growth in U.S. imports from
China from 1999 to 2011 may have led to significant
U.S. job losses—accounting for nearly 10 percent of the
decline in U.S. employment in the manufacturing sector
over that period.29 Researchers also have been unable to
precisely estimate how many jobs have been created or
how many workers have seen their wages rise as a result of
international trade.

U.S. Trade Agreements
Trade agreements are treaties that stimulate trade and
cross-border investment and set international commercial
rules and standards. Since World War II, the major trade
agreements have focused on lowering import tariffs and
removing quotas on imported goods. Those large, older
agreements—which had many participating countries—
are known as multilateral trade agreements. In recent
decades, however, the scope of U.S. trade agreements has
narrowed to include fewer countries but has broadened to
address other barriers to trade and investment. Those
smaller, more recent agreements are known as preferential trade agreements. Recent PTAs have addressed other
issues affecting international commerce, such as product
standards and intellectual property rights.

Reasons the United States Establishes
Preferential Trade Agreements
The United States establishes PTAs for economic and
noneconomic reasons. By increasing trade flows, PTAs
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can help the United States and other member countries
realize many economic benefits. In addition, trade agreements can be used to achieve foreign policy goals.
Economic Reasons. The United States establishes PTAs
to realize the economic benefits of increased trade and
investment. PTAs lower barriers to trade, such as tariffs
and quotas, among participating nations, and they can
increase cost efficiencies by specifying and unifying
commercial rules and investment codes. In addition, the
United States can use PTAs to promote the spread of free
trade among all countries. As those agreements proliferate,
countries not party to them will have greater incentives to
either join existing agreements or negotiate multilateral
agreements. Conceivably, the largest PTAs could expand
or merge to eventually include all countries.
The United States establishes PTAs that try to harmonize
laws among member countries which, among other effects
mentioned below, can make the costs of operation in
other member countries more similar to the costs of operation in the United States. One way in which the agreements do that is by strengthening labor and environmental
standards in countries where they are weak. Imports from
those countries tend to become more expensive as a result,
whereas exports from countries with stronger standards,
like the United States, tend to become more competitive
in the markets of other member countries.
Noneconomic Reasons. The main noneconomic reason
that the United States establishes PTAs is to achieve foreign policy objectives. By establishing such agreements,
governments can support the economies of allied
nations—bolstering the economic relationship between
nations to possibly yield stronger political ties. PTAs also
can serve as a valuable bargaining chip to attain foreign
policy goals. The United States can offer PTAs to partner
countries in exchange for adopting favored domestic policies—such as environmental conservation or stronger
rights for workers. Furthermore, the United States can
use the promise of becoming part of a PTA to obtain
concessions or reforms from nonmember countries.

A Brief History of Trade Agreements
Several major agreements involving many countries
helped expand trade from the end of World War II
through the mid-1990s. Since then, only agreements
between smaller numbers of countries have been ratified.
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Agreements Involving Many Countries. In 1948, the
United States and 22 other countries established the
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) to formulate and enforce rules that govern international trade.
A major focus of GATT has been to reduce barriers to
trade on a nondiscriminatory basis. Before GATT, tariffs
among countries were high, averaging between 20 percent and 30 percent.30 By 1994, GATT had expanded to
include 128 member countries, and most tariffs rarely
exceeded 10 percent, especially among developed nations.
Trade liberalization under GATT is widely referred to as
multilateral liberalization primarily because of the many
countries participating in that agreement. A crucial element of GATT is the concept of most-favored nation
(MFN) status. Under GATT, all members agree to grant
one another MFN status, meaning that any favorable
trade terms extended to the imports from any GATT
member country must be extended to imports from all
GATT member countries. GATT has been an important
factor behind the substantial increase in global trade and
has contributed to global economic growth since its
inception.31
In 1994, the Uruguay Round of GATT negotiations established the World Trade Organization (WTO) to serve as a
permanent forum for negotiating further trade liberalization and to monitor members’ compliance. Because
GATT reduced tariffs and eliminated quotas, multilateral
trade negotiations under the WTO expanded to include
rule-based reforms. Those reforms address legal issues such
as investment protections, market access for trade in services, intellectual property rights, and labor and environmental standards. The WTO instituted those reforms to
further facilitate trade and investment among its members
by creating standardized rules for businesses operating in
one another’s countries. For example, in 1995, the WTO
established minimum protections for intellectual property
rights for member countries through the Agreement on
Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights
(commonly known as TRIPS). In addition, WTO negotiations in 1995 addressed liberalization of trade in services
through the Global Agreement on Trade in Services.
Perhaps most significantly, the Uruguay Round established
a dispute-settlement mechanism that enables aggrieved
countries to place punitive tariffs on the imports of
countries judged to have violated the WTO’s rules.
CBO
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Table 1.

Characteristics of Partner Countries of U.S. Trade Agreements Before the Year of Implementation
Percent

Partner Countries
Israel
Canada
NAFTAc
Jordan
Australia
Chile
Singapore
CAFTA-DRd
Bahrain
Morocco
Oman
Peru
Colombia
Panama
South Korea

Year in Which
Agreement Was
Implemented
1985
1989
1994
2001
2004
2004
2004
2005
2006
2006
2006
2007
2012
2012
2012

Cumulative GDP of
Partner Countries
(Percentage of
U.S. GDP)
0.7
9.7
16.3
0.1
5.3
0.9
0.9
0.9
0.1
0.5
0.2
0.6
1.4
0.2
8.2

Share of
Total U.S. Trade
n.a.
19.9a
28.0
*
1.0
0.3
1.6
1.5
*
*
*
0.3
1.0
0.3
2.7

Trade-Weighted
Average MFN Import
Tariff Rates of
Partner Countries

Trade-Weighted
U.S. Average MFN
Import Tariff Rates

n.a.
8.2b
n.a.
18.9
4.0
6.0
*
6.6
5.6
19.9
4.7
6.8
9.1
6.8
7.3

n.a.
n.a.
4.7
2.8
2.8
2.8
2.8
2.5
2.4
2.4
2.4
2.4
2.6
2.6
2.6

Source: Congressional Budget Office.
Data on average trade-weighted MFN import tariff rates come from the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) Trade Analysis
Information System (TRAINS). The database contains historical data on tariff rates. For agreements with more than one partner country, the average
among all partner countries is calculated by weighting each partner country’s average tariff rate by the relative volume of U.S. exports to each country.
Data on U.S. exports to partner countries that are used to calculate those weights come from the U.S. Census Bureau. Data on GDP come from the World
Bank’s World Development Indicators database. GDP data are in constant 2010 U.S. dollars. Dollar figures for GDP are converted from domestic
currencies by using official exchange rates in 2010. Data on agreement implementation dates come from U.S. Customs and Border Protection.
CAFTA-DR = Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, and the Dominican Republic; GDP = gross domestic product; MFN = most-favored
nation; NAFTA = North American Free Trade Agreement; n.a. = not applicable; * = between zero and 0.05 percent.
a. Includes only trade in goods; does not include trade in services.
b. Data for average trade-weighted MFN import tariffs for Canada are only available starting in 1989.
c. Includes Canada and Mexico. In 1994, NAFTA superseded the 1989 agreement between the United States and Canada.
d. CAFTA-DR was implemented by the United States, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua in 2006. Implementation of the agreement by
the Dominican Republic and Costa Rica did not occur until 2007 and 2009, respectively. This table presents data for CAFTA-DR countries in 2005, the
year before the agreement’s initial implementation.

In the late 1990s, multilateral trade negotiations under the
WTO began to stall. The Doha Round of negotiations
began in 2001 but still has not concluded, even after several attempts to reach agreement. Global trade talks have
proven particularly difficult in this round of negotiations
because rule-based reforms tend to be more complicated
and contentious than simply eliminating tariffs on industrial goods. For example, the WTO’s negotiations to
increase intellectual property protections have failed in
part because less-developed countries are reluctant or
unable to offer additional protections.

CBO

Agreements Involving Several Countries. Trade liberalization over the past few decades has shifted toward preferential trade agreements among a few countries spread over a
broad area.32 PTAs are a less effective method of increasing
global trade flows than multilateral trade liberalization
because, by nature, they include fewer countries—but that
smaller scope has also made it possible to conclude negotiations. The United States has established more than a
dozen PTAs in the past three decades (see Table 1). The
largest PTA—as measured by the sum of members’ real
gross domestic product, or GDP—is the North American
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Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), an agreement among
the United States, Mexico, and Canada that took effect
in 1994. Apart from NAFTA (and its predecessor, the
Canada–U.S. Free Trade Agreement between the United
States and Canada), the United States belongs to 13 PTAs
with 18 other countries.
Currently, the United States is pursuing two major PTAs:
one with selected Pacific Rim countries (the Trans-Pacific
Partnership) and one with member countries of the European Union (the Transatlantic Trade and Investment
Partnership). For a discussion of those potential PTAs,
see Box 1.
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PTAs often loosen or remove those tariff rate quotas
on imported goods from member countries.
B

Customs Procedures. PTAs have streamlined customs
procedures for imports from member countries.

B

Government Procurement. PTAs have sometimes
eliminated rules that obligate governments of member
countries to buy goods and services from domestic
businesses.

B

Market Access for Services. Some countries protect their
domestic service sectors from international competition
by prohibiting foreign businesses from selling those
services in local markets. PTAs can loosen those
restrictions by granting service-sector businesses in
member countries improved access to the local
markets of other member countries.

B

Foreign Direct Investment. Countries commonly
restrict foreign ownership of domestic businesses in
certain industries and regulate whether foreign
businesses can open local branches or facilities. To
encourage flows of foreign direct investment (FDI)
among member countries, PTAs sometimes include
provisions that relax those rules.

B

Investor Protections. PTAs establish rules to prevent
discrimination against foreign businesses that operate
in domestic markets. By granting foreign businesses
what is known as national treatment, those provisions
reduce the risks that foreign investors face when
operating in member countries.

Provisions of U.S. Preferential Trade Agreements
PTAs generally include three types of provisions. The
first type facilitates trade and investment by lowering
import tariffs, easing quotas, and improving market
access for service providers and investors. The second
type sets commercial rules and standards. Although that
type of provision also often stimulates trade and crossborder investment, its costs of compliance (if they are
high) can impede trade among partners. The third type
of provision establishes legal mechanisms through which
parties can resolve disputes to ensure that partners satisfy
the terms of the agreement.
Provisions That Facilitate Trade and Investment. Some
provisions directly reduce the costs of trade or investment,
and other provisions offer partner markets preferential
access to goods or services. More recent agreements have
included provisions that facilitate trade and investment
by loosening regulations on services and cross-border
investments. Among the topics that PTAs have addressed
are the following:
B

Import Tariffs. PTAs lower or eliminate taxes on
foreign-made goods among trading partners, making
it less costly for those countries to trade.33

B

Tariff Rate Import Quotas. Under GATT, limits on
how many goods can be imported from abroad were
largely eliminated. Instead, those traditional import
quotas have been replaced by tariff rate import quotas,
which limit how many goods another country may
import at a low (or zero) tariff rate; all imported goods
in excess of that threshold are subject to a higher rate.

7

Provisions That Set Commercial Rules and Standards.
Some provisions that set commercial rules and standards
can either stimulate or impede flows of trade and investment. They can impede flows if the compliance costs of
the provisions make some businesses less competitive in
foreign markets. Those types of provisions address the
following issues:
B

Intellectual Property Rights. Some PTAs establish rules
that determine how long international holders of
copyrights, patents, and trademarks may sell their
products exclusively in member countries. Those
provisions typically grant the intellectual property of
foreign businesses stronger protections from domestic
competition than were previously afforded.34

CBO
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Box 1.

Potential U.S. Preferential Trade Agreements
Both the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) and the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) are
intended to be comprehensive preferential trade agreements. As such, they lower tariffs and establish rulebased reforms among member countries. Those reforms would, for example, harmonize labor and environmental standards, protect intellectual property, and loosen regulations on international investment. The rulebased reforms are central to both agreements and are likely to generate the largest economic effects for the
United States. Negotiations on the TPP concluded on October 5, 2015, but the President has not yet submitted
the agreement to the Congress for ratification. Terms of the TTIP are still being negotiated.

Trade-Weighted Average Tariff Rates on Imported Goods for
Countries Negotiating the TPP and TTIP, 2013
Percent
Country
Australia
Brunei
Canada
Chile
European Union a
Japan
Malaysia
Mexico
New Zealand
Peru
Singapore
United States
Vietnam

Agricultural

Nonagricultural

Overall

2.5
0.1
14.2
6.0
22.3
12.8
14.0
26.6
2.3
1.7
15.7
4.1
7.3

4.2
1.7
2.2
5.9
2.3
1.2
3.6
3.3
2.3
1.8
0
2.1
4.9

4.1
1.5
3.1
5.9
3.6
2.1
4.4
5.0
2.3
1.8
0.5
2.2
5.1

Sources: Congressional Budget Office; World Trade Organization.
Tariffs are taxes paid on the value of imported goods. The trade-weighted average tariff is equal to the average of the mostfavored-nation (MFN) import tariff rates set by a country, weighted by the volume of imports into each country (including both
agricultural and nonagricultural products). More weight is given to products with larger import flows. MFN tariffs are the standard
rates charged on imports from all members of the World Trade Organization, excluding preferential rates, or lower rates charged
within quotas. The agricultural tariff is equal to the trade-weighted average of all MFN tariffs on all agricultural products. The
nonagricultural tariff is equal to the trade-weighted average of all MFN tariffs on all nonagricultural products.
Tariff data are from 2013, the latest year for which such data are available.
TPP = Trans-Pacific Partnership; TTIP = Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership.
a. The European Union comprises Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Republic of Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia,
Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Netherlands, Poland, Portugal,
Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, and the United Kingdom.

Continued
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B

Labor and Environmental Standards. PTAs have
included provisions that establish minimum labor and
environmental standards. Such provisions can improve
the competitive advantage of businesses that already
meet higher standards because they will face lower
compliance costs.

B

Phytosanitary and Sanitary Standards. PTAs can
establish rules for both plant (phytosanitary) and
animal (sanitary) products.

B

Data Transfer and Data Localization Rules. More
recent PTAs have tried to define rules regarding the
cross-border transfer of personal data—specifically,
how and where foreign businesses can store data on
their customers and employees.

B

State-Owned Enterprises. PTAs have included rules
intended to prevent governments from favoring
state-owned enterprises; those provisions prohibit stateowned businesses from gaining competitive advantages
over businesses from other member countries.
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Continued

Potential U.S. Preferential Trade Agreements
The TPP is an agreement among 12 Asian and American nations (including the United States). It aims to reduce
trade barriers and establish international standards and regulations for various economic and commercial
issues.1 The United States already has preferential trade agreements with about half of the TPP’s member
countries—but not with Japan, its fourth-largest trading partner.2 If the TPP is ratified, Japan’s inclusion would
give U.S. exporters better access to a large and wealthy consumer market, which represents the TPP’s most
significant advantage for the United States. However, because trade-weighted average tariffs among the
member countries are already so low (see the table), the rule-based reforms—not tariff reductions—are
the mechanism through which the TPP would have its largest effect on the flow of trade among member
countries. Those potential reforms cover many issues, including labor standards, intellectual property
protections, regulations for state-owned enterprises, cross-border investment rules, and market access for
foreign businesses in service industries.
The TTIP is a potential agreement between the United States and the European Union. Much like the TPP, the
TTIP is expected to increase trade and economic integration as a result of rule-based reforms.3 For example,
unifying product safety standards across TTIP countries would reduce the costs that potential exporters face in
trying to comply with disparate sets of product safety codes. Because average import tariffs between the
United States and the European Union are already low, the lower tariffs stipulated in the TTIP would have less
of an effect on the U.S. economy than the other terms of the agreement.

1. TPP member countries are Australia, Brunei, Canada, Chile, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand, Peru, Singapore, the United
States, and Vietnam. South Korea has expressed an interest in joining the agreement after its ratification. For an economic
analysis of the TPP, see United States International Trade Commission, Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement: Likely Impact on
the U.S. Economy and on Specific Industry Sectors, Publication 4607 (May 2016), www.usitc.gov/publications/332/pub4607.pdf
(7.57 MB). Other researchers have also conducted analyses of the agreement. For example, see Peter A. Petri and Michael G.
Plummer, The Economic Effects of the Trans-Pacific Partnership: New Estimates, Working Paper 16-2 (Peterson Institute for
International Economics, January 2016), http://piie.com/publications/wp/wp16-2.pdf (2.43 MB).
2. In addition to the North American Free Trade Agreement (the agreement that the United States has with its two largest trading
partners, Canada and Mexico), the United States has separate free trade agreements with four other TPP countries—Australia,
Chile, Peru, and Singapore.
3. The countries of the European Union trade heavily with the United States. In 2014, the sum of trade flows from all European
Union countries to the United States accounted for nearly 16 percent of all U.S. trade. By contrast, trade flows from Japan to the
United States accounted for only 5 percent.

Provisions That Establish Dispute-Resolution
Mechanisms. PTAs also contain provisions for resolving
disputes among member countries. Those provisions
include the following:
B

State–State Dispute Settlement. PTAs typically provide
a legal platform for countries to make claims against
other member countries for breaching a trade
agreement.

B

Investor–State Dispute Settlement. PTAs have included
provisions that provide a mechanism through which
investors can make claims against the governments of
other member countries for breaching a trade
agreement.

Effects of Preferential Trade Agreements on
U.S. Trade
In all likelihood, most preferential trade agreements that
have involved the United States have boosted total U.S.
trade, but by relatively small amounts. The effects have
been small because the agreements generally were with
countries with much smaller economies than that of the
United States and because the trade barriers before establishment of those PTAs were already low. Even NAFTA,
the largest U.S. trade agreement (by share of U.S. trade)
to date, probably only modestly affected total U.S. trade.
Nevertheless, estimates of the effects of NAFTA and
other PTAs are subject to considerable uncertainty, especially because they omit the effects of certain aspects of
the agreements.35
CBO
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The evidence also indicates that PTAs have not significantly affected the U.S. trade balance, because the small
increases in exports and imports that have occurred have
probably been similar in size.

Effects on Total Trade
PTAs can change total trade for a member country
directly by creating new trade among all member countries and indirectly by diverting trade from countries outside the agreement. When trade barriers fall, exports and
imports among member countries tend to rise because
the goods and services that the agreement covers become
cheaper and more readily available.36 That change in
trade sometimes comes at the expense of trade with countries outside the agreement—for example, imports from a
partner country replace some goods previously imported
from a country outside a trade agreement—a phenomenon known as trade diversion. As a result, the change in
total trade among an agreement’s member countries may
be larger than the change in total trade among all trading
partners.
The potential for a trade agreement to stimulate additional trade among member countries depends on many
factors. Two of the most important factors are the relative
size of the member countries and the extent to which
PTAs reduce barriers to trade. Establishing a trade agreement with a much larger country (or a group of countries
whose combined size is large) gives domestic businesses
preferential access to a much larger market for their
exports. For a relatively small country, that market access
can significantly boost that country’s total trade flows. By
contrast, for a large country that establishes an agreement
with a smaller country, the additional trade that the
agreement creates is unlikely to be substantial in comparison with that country’s existing trade flows. In addition,
the greater the degree to which PTAs reduce barriers to
trade among member countries, the greater the potential
to increase total trade flows.
The effects of PTAs other than NAFTA on total trade
have probably been insignificant, but such estimates are
subject to considerable uncertainty and may be understated. Various issues prevent the models that researchers
use from precisely estimating how PTAs affect trade flows
(for more information, see the appendix). Those stylized
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and econometric models may systematically understate
the effect of PTAs on trade flows, for two reasons. First,
although most models of trade are well-suited to analyze
the effect of tariff reductions, only to various degrees do
those models account for how nontariff barriers affect
trade flows. Second, because of modeling difficulties and
data issues, some of those studies do not fully capture the
effect of PTAs on trade in services—a group of industries
for which the United States has a comparative advantage
over most of its trading partners.
Agreements Other Than NAFTA. All of the preferential
trade agreements affecting the United States, except
NAFTA, have not had much potential to boost total U.S.
trade. 37 That is because the United States has established
PTAs mostly with significantly smaller countries or
groups of countries (see Table 1 on page 6). In addition,
trade barriers between the United States and its partner
countries were already low. When partner countries
signed agreements with the United States, average tariff
rates on their exports to the United States never exceeded
5 percent, and (with the exception of Morocco and
Jordan) the average tariff rates on U.S. exports to those
countries never exceeded 10 percent.
Economic studies find that PTAs by the United States
have raised total U.S. trade by small amounts, although
magnitudes vary by agreement. For PTAs other than
NAFTA, the increases in total trade for the United States
have probably been insignificant (in relation to the existing volume of U.S. trade). In general, they have reflected
small increases in trade with member countries, which
have been partially offset by decreases in trade with other
countries. Those findings come from the few studies
completed before the establishment of those agreements
that used stylized models of world trade to predict the
probable effects of proposed agreements.38
NAFTA. The likely increases in overall trade from NAFTA
are significant but still small. The findings for NAFTA are
based on analyses done before NAFTA’s establishment
and empirical assessments completed afterward.39
Empirical assessments suggest that NAFTA substantially
increased total trade flows between the United States and
Canada, and the United States and Mexico, although the
estimates of those effects vary greatly. A 2015 study
reported the strongest estimates for the effects of NAFTA
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Table 2.

Estimated Effects of NAFTA on U.S. Trade With Canada and Mexico
Percent
Period
Examined

Study

Trading Partner

Growth of Trade
Attributable to NAFTA

Total Growth

Share of Growth
Attributable to NAFTA
(Percentage points)

U.S. Imports From Partner Country
Caliendo and Parro (2015)

1994–2005

Canada
Mexico
Combined

6.1
105.9
32.4

144.2
302.4
185.9

4.2
35.0
17.4

Rimmer and Dixon (2015)

1992–1998

Canada
Mexico
Combined

4.8
143.9
41.4

67.8
240.9
113.3

7.0
59.7
36.5

U.S. Exports to Partner Country
Caliendo and Parro (2015)

1994–2005

Canada
Mexico
Combined

10.5
127.8
44.9

104.8
180.1
126.9

10.0
71.0
35.4

Rimmer and Dixon (2015)

1992–1998

Canada
Mexico
Combined

16.9
27.9
20.3

63.4
77.6
67.8

26.6
35.9
29.9

Total U.S. Trade With Partner Country
Romalis (2007)

a

1994–2000

Canada
Mexico
Combined

-0.3
23.2
6.0

62.5
154.6
88.1

-0.5
15.0
6.9

Caliendo and Parro (2015)

1994–2005

Canada
Mexico
Combined

8.2
117.0
38.4

125.7
240.6
157.7

6.5
48.6
24.4

Rimmer and Dixon (2015)

1992–1998

Canada
Mexico
Combined

10.6
81.8
30.9

65.7
153.5
90.8

16.1
53.3
34.1

Source: Congressional Budget Office, using foreign trade data from the Census Bureau.
The studies cited in this table are Lorenzo Caliendo and Fernando Parro, “Estimates of the Trade and Welfare Effects of NAFTA,” Review of Economic
Studies, vol. 82, no. 1 (January 2015), pp. 1–44, http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/restud/rdu035; Maureen Rimmer and Peter Dixon, “Identifying the Effects of
NAFTA on the U.S. Economy Between 1992 and 1998: A Decomposition Analysis,” Global Trade Analysis Project (April 2015), http://tinyurl.com/gtap4657;
and John Romalis, “NAFTA’s and CUSFTA’s Impact on International Trade,” Review of Economics and Statistics, vol. 89, no. 3 (August 2007), pp. 416–
435, http://dx.doi.org/10.1162/rest.89.3.416.
a. Includes only trade in goods and does not calculate changes to imports and exports separately.

on those total trade flows.40 The results suggested that
NAFTA accounted for about 34 percent of the observed
growth in those trade flows over the 1992–1998 period
(see Table 2). Two other studies found more modest
effects.41 All those assessments, though, suggest that
NAFTA probably affected U.S. trade with Mexico more
than it affected U.S. trade with Canada, primarily
because more barriers to trade existed between the United

States and Mexico than between the United States and
Canada when NAFTA began.42
Results from the broad literature on all trade agreements
also imply that NAFTA resulted in a large increase in
U.S. trade with Canada and Mexico, although the exact
amount of the increase is uncertain. In a 2016 report
summarizing the literature, the International Trade
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Table 3.

Estimated Effects of NAFTA on Total U.S. Trade
Percent

Study
Romalis (2007)a
Caliendo and Parro (2015)
Rimmer and Dixon (2015)

Period Examined

Growth of
Total U.S. Trade
Attributable to NAFTA

1994–2000
1994–2005
1992–1998

1.7
10.7
4.6

Growth of
Total U.S. Trade
61.7
136.3
62.2

Share of Growth
Attributable to NAFTA
(Percentage points)
2.8
7.9
7.5

Source: Congressional Budget Office, using foreign trade data from the Census Bureau.
The studies cited in this table are Lorenzo Caliendo and Fernando Parro, “Estimates of the Trade and Welfare Effects of NAFTA,” Review of Economic
Studies, vol. 82, no. 1 (January 2015), pp. 1–44, http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/restud/rdu035; Maureen Rimmer and Peter Dixon, “Identifying the Effects of
NAFTA on the U.S. Economy Between 1992 and 1998: A Decomposition Analysis,” Global Trade Analysis Project (April 2015), http://tinyurl.com/gtap4657;
and John Romalis, “NAFTA’s and CUSFTA’s Impact on International Trade,” Review of Economics and Statistics, vol. 89, no. 3 (August 2007), pp. 416–
435, http://dx.doi.org/10.1162/rest.89.3.416.
a. Includes only trade in goods.

Commission found that PTAs “across the world have led
to an increase of 30 percent to 114 percent in each partner’s trade over a 10 year period after an agreement has
entered into force.”43 Those estimates are varied and uncertain because of the difficulty in distinguishing the effects of
PTAs from other factors that may have influenced trade
flows over that time.44
Taking into account both the trade created among
NAFTA members and the trade diverted from other
countries, evidence suggests that NAFTA probably
increased total U.S. trade slightly. Considering both
those effects, analyses done before NAFTA began predicted that the agreement would slightly increase total
U.S. trade (relative to the size of total U.S. trade with all
countries).45 Later empirical studies corroborated those
predictions (see Table 3). According to one study,
NAFTA was responsible for an estimated 7.5 percent of
the growth in total U.S. trade between 1992 and 1998.46
Over the longer period from 1994 (NAFTA’s inception)
to 2005, NAFTA’s contribution to the growth of total
U.S. trade was 7.9 percent, according to a second study.47
A third study attributed only 2.8 percent of the growth of
total U.S. trade between 1994 and 2000 to NAFTA.48

Effects on the Trade Balance
Estimates of the effects of preferential trade agreements on
the U.S. trade balance are very small and highly uncertain.
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By one estimate, NAFTA increased the U.S. trade balance
by an average of 0.1 percent of GDP from 1992 to 2000.49
Analyses of other preferential trade agreements find mixed
results—some agreements have improved the U.S. trade
balance and others have caused it to deteriorate—but in
all cases, the estimated effect is small.50 The reason is that
economic factors besides PTAs (such as national saving
and investment trends) primarily determine the balance
of trade.51
Those mixed results reflect the difficulty in estimating how
PTAs affect the balance of trade.52 PTAs directly affect
the trade balance through their influence on exports and
imports; they indirectly affect the trade balance through
changes in prices of goods and services, exchange rates,
and interest rates.53 Different ways of modeling those
indirect effects can produce different estimates. In addition, many models that estimate the effects of PTAs
exclude trade in services (a sector for which the United
States has historically maintained a trade surplus). As a
result, those models probably overstate the negative effect
of PTAs on the U.S. balance of trade.
In any event, a country’s trade balance does not have to
rise for a country to benefit from a PTA. The benefits of
lower prices and greater variety and availability of goods,
for example, may outweigh the additional financing costs
of a larger trade deficit.
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Effects of Preferential Trade Agreements on
Foreign Direct Investment
Although preferential trade agreements can affect flows of
foreign direct investment in several ways, past agreements
have primarily encouraged flows from more-developed to
less-developed countries.
Three provisions of PTAs can directly affect FDI flows:
B

Lower Trade Barriers. When barriers fall, exporting
becomes less costly than direct investment, and FDI
between member countries might decline as a result.54
Lower barriers can also affect FDI flows from countries
outside an agreement. For example, because of NAFTA,
FDI flows into Mexico grew significantly as a result of
foreign businesses’ setting up affiliates in Mexico to
take advantage of the preferential treatment of imports
into the United States from Mexico.55

B

Stronger Protections for Foreign Investors. Investment
provisions can prevent discrimination against foreign
businesses that operate in domestic markets—giving
foreign investors national treatment.56 For example,
agreements have made it harder for governments to
expropriate foreign investments, and they have relaxed
rules that prevent foreign businesses in certain
industries from opening factories or branches.57

B

Stronger Intellectual Property Protections. Such
protections include longer durations for copyright and
patent exclusivity.58 Countries with stronger intellectual
property protections tend to have higher investment
from abroad. Changes to such protections in past
agreements have not been strong enough to
significantly affect FDI.59

Preferential trade agreements also can affect FDI by signaling to foreign investors that a country, particularly
one with a developing or emerging-market economy, is
committed to domestic reforms. For example, Mexico’s
willingness to give FDI better protections under NAFTA
signaled to investors the government’s willingness to protect all international investments. For that reason, investors from countries outside the United States and Canada
probably were more willing to invest in Mexico as a result
of that country’s commitment to reforms under NAFTA.
PTAs have probably increased flows of foreign direct
investment from the United States to other countries
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and, to a lesser extent, from other countries into the
United States. That conclusion relies on results from
studies that examine how all PTAs affect FDI flows,
because economists have had trouble estimating how
preferential trade agreements affect U.S. flows of FDI.
Studies suggest that although PTAs increase investment
flows between similarly developed countries, a much
stronger stimulus of FDI flows is evident from developed
countries to developing and emerging-market ones.60 In
addition, PTAs probably have increased the amount of
FDI received by the United States. However, no studies
of the United States specifically (to CBO’s knowledge)
have found evidence that PTAs have encouraged FDI
flows into the United States, probably because it is difficult to distinguish the effects of PTAs from other factors
that affect those flows.

Indirect Effects of Preferential Trade
Agreements on the U.S. Economy
In CBO’s view, the consensus among economic studies is
that the small increases in total trade that have resulted
from PTAs have yielded modest, but generally positive,
indirect effects on the U.S. economy, increasing productivity, average wages, output, and consumer spending
slightly. Nevertheless, those agreements have not had
uniformly positive effects. Because PTAs encourage economic specialization, some workers and sectors have fared
better than others.

Productivity
By boosting total trade between the United States and
its partner countries, PTAs have probably promoted a
more efficient allocation of U.S. resources and increased
U.S. productivity in the same ways that trade in general
affects productivity (as discussed above), although the
size of those effects is uncertain. There is some evidence
that productivity improved in countries that participate
in trade agreements.61 However, CBO was not able to
find any studies that specifically estimate how much
PTAs have increased U.S. productivity.

Total Employment and Average Wages
Most economic evidence suggests that the total number
of workers directly affected by PTAs has been too small
to significantly affect labor market conditions nationwide.
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Most of that evidence comes from studies of NAFTA, the
agreement with the greatest potential to affect U.S.
employment. Those studies concluded that NAFTA’s
effects on the size of the labor market and net changes in
total U.S. employment each year have been small.62
Those findings are consistent with the economic theory
that PTAs should have little long-term effect on total
employment because all displaced workers would eventually find new employment or would have stopped working anyway. However, according to some estimates,
NAFTA contributed to many lost jobs.63
Conversely, many U.S. workers have had some small
benefits as a result of PTAs. By lowering consumer prices
(primarily through their effects on prices of imported
goods) and increasing the productivity of workers (from
greater competition), those agreements have probably
increased average real wages for U.S. workers, albeit only
slightly.64 If that slight increase occurred, it would have
induced more people to work, increasing the U.S. labor
supply to a small degree. To CBO’s knowledge, there is
no evidence of such an effect on the labor supply,
although if it had occurred it would have been small and
extremely difficult to detect.

Output
PTAs have slightly increased the total goods and services
produced in the United States and have altered the composition of production across industries. By increasing
competition and domestic productivity, PTAs can boost
real economic output. As a result of the establishment of
NAFTA, for example, annual GDP in the United States
probably increased by a few hundredths of a percent,
according to a CBO analysis from 2003.65 In addition, a
2003 study by the International Trade Commission surveyed the literature and found that U.S. GDP probably
increased by between 0.1 percent and 0.5 percent as a
result of NAFTA.66 The International Trade Commission and other researchers have estimated smaller effects
on real U.S. output, stemming mostly from higher productivity, from the implementation of other trade agreements.67
By lowering trade barriers in the United States and other
member countries, PTAs have slightly altered the composition of U.S. economic output. Typically, U.S. sectors
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that experience the largest gains in output after implementation of a trade agreement are those for which the
agreement has significantly lowered trade barriers in partner countries. For example, research suggests that NAFTA
led to output gains for U.S. agricultural exporters as a
result of Mexico’s agreeing to reduce strong import
protections on corn and corn products. But other studies
indicate that U.S. production of textiles and steel was
lower as a result of NAFTA, because the United States
removed import quotas on those products from Canada
and Mexico. PTAs’ effects on the composition of output
are specific to each agreement and are generally small.
Therefore, it is difficult to draw conclusions about how
PTAs in general have altered the composition of U.S.
economic production.

Consumer Spending
By increasing consumers’ purchasing power (through
lower consumer prices) and income earned domestically,
PTAs probably increased total real consumption in the
United States. According to some estimates, NAFTA
boosted U.S. consumption by 0.4 percent between 1992
and 1998.68 NAFTA also increased the variety and availability of Mexican products for U.S. consumers by offering Mexican producers wider access to U.S. markets.69

Outcomes for Workers
Preferential trade agreements have hurt some U.S. workers (sometimes substantially) and helped others. Workers
in low-skilled occupations or in manufacturing industries
have typically been harmed the most; those who lost their
job usually endured the most substantial hardships.
Many of those displaced workers experienced a costly
transition to a new job, and most faced lower lifetime
earnings as a result of that displacement.70 Other displaced workers could not find a good match in a new job
and stopped working. In addition, increased competition
resulting from PTAs has stifled wage growth in certain
occupations and industries, affecting even those workers
who kept their job. For example, one study found that
between 1990 and 2000, NAFTA decreased the cumulative growth rate of wages of low-skilled workers by 16
percentage points in U.S. textiles and plastics industries
in comparison with the wages of similar workers in
industries with no decrease in tariff rates under
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NAFTA.71 That study estimated that NAFTA probably
depressed average wages for all workers (even those in the
service sector) in the U.S. localities where businesses were
most sensitive to competition from Mexican imports.72
Some U.S. workers have probably directly benefited from
PTAs—particularly workers in occupations, businesses,
and industries that have expanded as a result of those
agreements—although the available empirical evidence
is weak.73 According to economic theory and analyses
of other countries’ labor markets, the nominal wages of
those workers should grow faster than the wages of other
workers because their services are in greater demand.
Some empirical evidence supports those theoretical predictions, but no empirical studies (to the best of CBO’s
knowledge) estimate whether any U.S. workers have seen
their wages rise as a direct result of PTAs.74

Effects of Preferential Trade
Agreements on the Federal Budget
How PTAs affect the federal budget is unclear. Past cost
estimates from CBO have indicated that PTAs, once
implemented, would slightly lower federal revenues from
tariffs.75 However, those results did not take into account
macroeconomic feedback—the estimated effects on the
federal budget that would arise from changes in economic output or other macroeconomic variables.
Most PTAs have led to small reductions in federal tariff
revenue, according to CBO’s estimates. That revenue
falls for two reasons. First, imports from member countries are subject to lower tariff rates. Even though imports
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from those countries increase under trade agreements, the
associated boost in tariff revenue in the United States
from greater volume typically does not offset the effect of
the lower rates. Second, U.S. consumers replace imports
from high-tariff countries with cheaper imports from
countries with lower tariffs. Partially offsetting both of
those effects is an increase in income and payroll taxes
that stems from the lower tariffs (putting aside any effect
on overall economic activity and income).76
The direct budgetary effects of PTAs on tariff revenue
have been small in comparison with the total size of federal tariff revenue, according to past CBO estimates. In
1993, CBO projected that NAFTA would decrease federal tariff revenue by 2.6 percent (or between $2 billion
and $3 billion) over its first five years, but the budgetary
effects thereafter were unclear.77 In 2011, CBO estimated
that the Korea–U.S. Free Trade Agreement would lower
federal tariff revenue by about 1 percent (or just over
$7 billion) between 2012 and 2021.78
However, CBO’s past estimates did not consider the ways
in which the macroeconomic effects of PTAs might otherwise alter federal revenues and expenditures. By increasing
economic productivity, output, and income, PTAs would
probably increase federal tax revenues. The small size of
PTAs’ effects on output suggests that their budgetary
effects would also be small, however, because budgetary
feedback effects are generally a fraction of the effects on
output.
As of yet, the economics literature includes no estimates
of the effect of PTAs on the federal budget that take
macroeconomic feedback into account.
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iadb-wp492. Another study examined the trade
agreements that created the European Union (the
Europe Agreements) and estimated that FDI stocks
between agreement members were, on average,
144 percent greater than the bilateral FDI stocks of
countries that did not join the agreement. The rise in
FDI among Europe Agreement members tended to
flow from Western European nations to Central and
Eastern European countries; see Badi H. Baltagi,
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62. Several studies emphasize that even though NAFTA
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insignificant compared with factors such as economic
growth and technological change. For example, one
study estimated that the job displacements in the
United States associated with trade with other
NAFTA countries between 1990 and 1997 (not
identifying the specific effect of NAFTA) accounted
for less than 2 percent of all U.S. job separations over
that period. That study’s authors, after incorporating
their estimate of the number of jobs supported by
new exports to NAFTA partners, concluded that
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Employment Impacts of North American Integration
After NAFTA: A Partial Equilibrium Approach
(University of California, Los Angeles, 2000),
http://tinyurl.com/ucla-ojeda (PDF, 361 KB). See
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with Mexico and Canada. Because several other
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on U.S.–Mexican Trade and GDP (May 2003),
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U.S.–Colombia Trade Promotion Agreement: Potential
Economy-wide and Selected Sectoral Effects, Publication
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72. Ibid.
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in U.S. Manufacturing: 1976–1987,” Brookings
Papers on Economic Activity: Microeconomics, vol. 1995

SEPTEMBER 2016

(1995), pp. 67–119, http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/
2534772. However, the literature has been unable to
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whether businesses that pay higher wages are more
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75. For example, see these Congressional Budget Office
publications: cost estimate for S. 1642, United States–
Korea Free Trade Agreement Implementation Act
(October 12, 2011), www.cbo.gov/publication/42643;
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Budgetary Effects of Legislation (January 2009),
www.cbo.gov/publication/20110. For the latest offset
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New Income and Payroll Tax Offsets to Changes in
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(February 2016), http://go.usa.gov/xKpkT (PDF,
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Agreement (July 1993), www.cbo.gov/publication/
20868. In 2015, import tariff duties accounted for
only 1 percent of all federal tax revenues.
78. See Congressional Budget Office, cost estimate for
S. 1642, United States–Korea Free Trade Implementation Act (October 12, 2011), www.cbo.gov/publication/
42643. In addition, other CBO estimates of how trade
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www.cbo.gov/publication/42611.
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Appendix:
Difficulties in Estimating How
Preferential Trade Agreements Affect an Economy

Estimating how preferential trade agreements (PTAs)
affect an economy is difficult. Trade data are often limited
and unreliable, and distinguishing the effects of PTAs from
the effects of other factors is hard. Moreover, estimates
of the economic effects of PTAs depend on modeling
assumptions.1

Data Difficulties
Limited and unreliable data are major obstacles to accurately estimating the economic effects of PTAs. In particular, three types of difficulties are associated with data on
international trade:
B

Discrepancies in Measures of Trade Between Countries.
Trade partners sometimes report significantly different
measurements for trade between their countries. One
reason for the discrepancies is that countries typically
collect data on import flows—from which they earn
tariff revenue—much more carefully than they collect
data on export flows, but even data on imports are
often inaccurate.2

to the final exporting country rather than the original
exporter.
B

Difficulties in Measuring Trade in Services. Because
most services are not subject to tariffs, trade in services—which has been a growing fraction of overall
trade in recent years—is not subject to the same
reporting requirements as trade in merchandise.
(Examples of services include financial services and telecommunications.) Therefore, governments usually
expend fewer resources to collect data on services.
Also, because services are often intangible, tracking
those transactions is much harder than tracking trade
in merchandise.4

Modeling Challenges
Researchers regularly use two types of models to estimate
the economic effects of PTAs: stylized models of world
trade and econometric models. Stylized models are based
on economic theory and calibrated to real-world economic
conditions. Using stylized models, researchers compare

1. For further discussion of approaches used to analyze the economic
effects of trade agreements, see World Trade Organization,
A Practical Guide to Trade Policy Analysis (WTO, 2012),
http://tinyurl.com/wto-unctad12 (PDF, 2.28 MB).

3. For example, when buying a good from China, the United States
records the full value of that good as an import from China.
However, with the rise of global supply chains, most of that good’s
value might reflect value added in another country (such as
Malaysia) before its arrival in China for final assembly. By
attributing the entire value of the import to China and none to
Malaysia, the United States overstates China’s importance in trade
and understates Malaysia’s. As a result, researchers might
incorrectly assume that goods produced primarily by a member
country but assembled in a nonmember country (before final
export) would not qualify for preferential treatment—when, in
fact, they would qualify.

2. Ibid. A recent paper describes the discrepancies between trade data
released by the United States and trade data released by China; see
Michael F. Martin, What’s the Difference?—Comparing U.S. and
Chinese Trade Data, Report for Congress RS22640 (Congressional
Research Service, March 24, 2016).

4. For more information on the challenges of collecting data for
trade in services, see International Trade Centre, “Capturing and
Utilizing Services Trade Statistics, A Guide for Statistical
Compilers in Developing Countries” (no date), http://tinyurl.com/
intracenorg (PDF, 266 KB).

B

Mistakes in Reporting the Origin of Imports. Because
today’s business supply chains are global, goods often
pass through a third-party country on their way
from exporter to importer.3 When that happens, the
importing country is likely to attribute those imports
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two scenarios: one that incorporates the estimated economic consequences of the proposed agreement and
another that does not. Those models offer some of the
best available predictions of future PTAs’ potential macroeconomic effects. Econometric models, by contrast, use
economic data from member countries to estimate the
consequences of trade agreements.
Both models have difficulties estimating the economic
effects of PTAs, but for different reasons. For the North
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), for example,
most stylized models predicted smaller economic effects
from NAFTA before its implementation than the econometric models attributed to NAFTA after its implementation.5 The main reason for that discrepancy appears to
be that stylized models have underestimated the willingness of consumers to substitute imports from one country
for imports from another.6

Stylized Models of World Trade
The stylized models, a class of computational generalequilibrium models, are grounded in rigorous economic
theory and use estimates based on historical data as
parameters.7 They can assess the prospective effects of
PTAs and thus are particularly valuable when policymakers consider the merits of possible agreements. The results
of those models yield useful predictions of the sectors
likely to expand or shrink as a result of PTAs. Stylized
models also predict how lower tariffs are likely to affect
5. See Timothy J. Kehoe, An Evaluation of the Performance of Applied
General Equilibrium Models of the Impact of NAFTA, Staff Report
320 (Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis, August 2003),
http://tinyurl.com/minneapolis-fed-sr320; and Serge Shikher,
“Predicting the Effects of NAFTA: Now We Can Do It Better!”
Journal of International and Global Economic Studies, vol. 5, no. 2
(December 2012), pp. 32–59, http://tinyurl.com/shikher2012
(PDF, 497 KB).
6. See Serge Shikher, “Predicting the Effects of NAFTA: Now
We Can Do It Better!” Journal of International and Global
Economic Studies, vol. 5, no. 2 (December 2012), pp. 32–59,
http://tinyurl.com/shikher2012 (PDF, 497 KB).
7. Computational general-equilibrium models are used to analyze
economic behavioral relationships and interactions among all
sectors of an economy—households, businesses, and
governments—in ways that are consistent with economic theory.
Stylized models of world trade are used to analyze economic
behavioral relationships and relationships among all major trading
nations. Such models allow analysts to use historical data to
simulate how those sectors would react to a potential change in
trade policy and how those reactions might alter macroeconomic
variables.
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trade among member countries and between a member
country and the rest of the world.
Although stylized models can evaluate the mechanisms
by which PTAs promote specialization and alter trade
flows, their quantitative predictions should be interpreted
with caution. Stylized models of world trade have difficulty capturing the effects of nontariff provisions—such
as labor standards and intellectual property protections—
on trade flows. The structure of stylized models requires
researchers to convert all nontariff provisions associated
with a trade agreement into an equivalent tariff reduction
on specific goods or services. In other words, all nontariff
provisions need to be described in the model as if those
provisions affected prices systematically.8 However, some
effects of nontariff provisions cannot be represented
appropriately as a change in tariff rates, making it hard
for those models to capture the economic effects of those
nontariff provisions.9 Therefore, that required conversion
adds another layer of uncertainty to quantitative estimates of PTAs’ economic effects. Furthermore, the
results from such models are particularly sensitive to estimates of how consumers would substitute imports from
one country for the imports of another if the relative
prices of those imports changed. Because those estimates
vary widely, assessments of the economic impact of
changes in trade policy also vary considerably, making it
important to check the robustness of the results to
changes in those parameters.10 In addition, stylized models often have difficulty capturing the costs that occur
when trade agreements reallocate economic resources.
For example, those models typically do not estimate the
8. A recent study documents difficulties in estimating how trade
policies lower trade costs. The authors emphasize the issues
researchers confront when trying to estimate the extent to which
nontariff barriers affect trade costs. See Pinelopi K. Goldberg and
Nina Pavcnik, The Effects of Trade Policy, Working Paper 21957
(National Bureau of Economic Research, February 2016),
www.nber.org/papers/w21957.
9. This is particularly true for market access provisions in service
sectors. Trade agreements sometimes include provisions that allow
businesses in service sectors to more easily sell their services to
domestic businesses and consumers in member countries. Such
reforms have complex and potentially substantial effects on both
trade in services and investment flows between member countries,
but distilling those effects into a measure of an equivalent
reduction in tariff rates on those services is challenging.
10. For more discussion, see World Trade Organization, A Practical
Guide to Trade Policy Analysis (WTO, 2012), http://tinyurl.com/
wto-unctad12 (PDF, 2.28 MB).
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transition costs borne by workers whose jobs get displaced by the agreement.11 As a result, estimates from
stylized models may understate the costs of establishing
trade agreements.
Researchers use stylized models to assess PTAs in two
ways, and each method has drawbacks. One way highlights how an economy would differ if a trade agreement
was fully implemented immediately. The other way projects economic conditions in some future year (or years),
typically in the year when a trade agreement is likely to be
fully established (usually 10 years or 15 years after the
agreement takes effect). Analyses that assume immediate
implementation can offer insight into economic relationships and the general direction of the effects of PTAs on
certain economic variables. But such analyses are much
less likely to reliably estimate the size of the effects, because
PTAs take years to implement. By contrast, analyses that
project future effects of PTAs can be problematic because
they depend on the underlying economic forecast, which
is uncertain.

Econometric Models
Once a trade agreement has been in effect for several
years, researchers can use newly collected data and
11. See David Riker and William Swanson, A Survey of Empirical
Models of Labor Transitions Following Trade Liberalization (United
States International Trade Commission, September 2015),
www.usitc.gov/publications/332/ec201406a.pdf (224 KB).
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econometric models to estimate its economic effects.
Those models are particularly useful for learning how
previously implemented PTAs have affected economies.
Although econometric models are also grounded in economic theory, they require fewer structural assumptions
than stylized models of world trade. Furthermore, econometric analyses can be used to estimate more detailed
effects of PTAs than most stylized models.
The results of such analyses must be interpreted with caution, however. Econometric models cannot easily separate the effect of PTAs from unobserved or unmeasurable
factors that may affect the economies of member countries. Econometric models have difficulties capturing the
indirect macroeconomic effects of changes in trade policy. In addition, estimated effects from econometric
models are susceptible to certain biases in the data. For
example, countries that enter into PTAs differ systematically from countries that do not. If econometric models
do not control for the factors that make countries more
or less likely to enter into PTAs, that source of bias might
distort the estimated effects of those agreements.12
12. If models neglect to account for those factors, they are likely to
significantly underestimate the effects of trade agreements on trade
flows. See Scott L. Baier and Jeffrey H. Bergstrand, “Do Free Trade
Agreements Actually Increase Members’ International Trade?”
Journal of International Economics, vol. 71, no. 1 (March 2007),
pp. 72–95, http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jinteco.2006.02.005.
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