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at all. In this contribution, we assess a series of plausible explanation for these very varying degrees of politicization across 18 
EU trade agreement negotiations – conceived of as the combination of polarization of opinions, salience given to them 19 
in public debate, and the expansion of the number of societal actors involved therein. Through a review of existing 20 
explanations, we show how each of these explanations faces a set of challenges. In the third section, we argue it is useful 21 
to conceive of these existing explanations as structural background conditions enabling agency on the part of interest 22 
group and civil society organizations. We therefore close by sketching how literature on the relationship between interest 23 
group mobilization and public opinion could inform further comparative research on trade policy negotiations and on 24 
politicization of EU policy making in general.  25 
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1. Introduction  35 

Over the last two decades, the European Union (EU) has conducted an external economic policy very much in line with 36 
that of other major trade powers by prioritizing bilateral trade agreements over multilateral trade opening within the 37 
World Trade Organization (WTO). This strategic shift to preferential trade agreements, economic partnership or 38 
association agreements has been motivated by various factors, including the decline of the WTO’s ability to deliver 39 
negotiated trade liberalization and regulation (Poletti & De Bièvre, 2016), the competition with other trading partners in 40 
emerging markets (Dür, 2007) and the growing integration of the EU’s economy in Global Value Chains (GVCs) (Eckhardt 41 
& Poletti, 2016). 42 

These EU trade agreement negotiations have generated significant domestic political turmoil, and observers and analysts 43 
have contended that EU trade policy has evolved into a highly politicized policy area (Laursen & Roederer-Rynning, 2017; 44 
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Young, 2017). Defined as an “increase in polarization of opinions, interests or values and the extent to which they are 45 
publicly advanced towards the process of policy formulation” (de Wilde, 2011, p. 260), or, more broadly, as “making 46 
collectively binding decisions a matter or an object of public discussion” (Zürn, 2014, p. 50), politicization has potentially 47 
far reaching consequences for trade policy making. As noted by Dür, Eckhardt, & Poletti (2019), politicization can 48 
systematically trigger more protectionist trade policy preferences and it can also make it harder to bargain over mutually 49 
beneficial trade agreements. The fully-fledged politicization of trade policymaking in the EU – among the world’s largest 50 
economies and trading powers – could have large consequences for one of the key tools of EU foreign policymaking, but 51 
also for the world trading system at large, as this would come at a time in which the threat of large-scale protectionism 52 
re-emerging, inspired by populist ideology, looms over it.    53 

At the same time, the great variation in degrees of politicization across trade agreements (as well as across EU member 54 
states) has left many observers, practitioners and analysts somewhat baffled. Whereas EU-US negotiations over a 55 
Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) and EU-Canada negotiations over the Comprehensive Economic 56 
Partnership Agreement  (CETA) have been strongly contested, many other EU trade negotiations have sailed on with far 57 
less politicization, or barely any at all, leaving one to wonder as to the potential causes. Several existing, plausible 58 
explanations for these varying degrees of politicization across EU trade agreement negotiations however, provide very 59 
generic explanations that would lead one to expect that all trade agreements should have become politicized. In this 60 
contribution we therefore review these existing explanations and parse out whether and where each of these 61 
explanations runs into problems. In the third section, we argue it is useful to conceive of these existing explanations as 62 
structural background conditions enabling agency on the part of interest group and civil society organizations and sketch 63 
how literature on the relationship between interest group mobilization and public opinion could inform further 64 
comparative research on trade policy negotiations and on politicization of EU policy making in general. 65 

 66 
2. The riddle: varying degrees of politicization in EU trade policy 67 

We start by qualifying the proposition that EU trade policy is now highly politicized. In order to do so, we first draw a 68 
sketch of what a highly politicized trade negotiation would look like and assess how different EU trade agreement 69 
negotiations fare relative to such an operational definition. While there are different understandings of politicization in 70 
EU governance, there is growing consensus on the conceptualization proposed by de Wilde, Leupold, & Schmidtke (2016), 71 
which conceives of it as a three-dimensional process involving increasing salience, polarization of opinion and the 72 
expansion of actors and audiences involved in EU issues (see also De Bruycker, 2017). The salience dimension captures 73 
the importance attributed to the EU and European integration and it is usually measured empirically by looking at the 74 
number of newspaper articles reporting on European governance or how ‘aware’ or “worried” citizens are of the EU 75 
institutions, politics, and policies. The polarization dimension gauges the emergence of a polarised scenario with 76 
diametrically opposed coalitions of societal groups at extreme positions with neutral voices having been crowded out, 77 
which is usually operationalized as polarization of a polity’s party system or as disagreement about European governance 78 
in public opinion surveys. Finally, the actor and audience expansion dimension captures the growing number of citizens 79 
and collective actors who dedicate resources in the form of time and money to follow and engage with EU governance. 80 
This can be grasped empirically by the expansion of actors making it to the news or that are active online and via social 81 
media. 82 

This conceptualization suggests that the discussion about the politicization of EU trade policy cannot be confined to an 83 
exclusive focus on the traditional political conflicts that have always, although with different intensities, underlied the 84 
making of EU trade policy. As in other political systems, trade agreement negotiations have always sparked significant 85 
political conflicts in the EU. Traditionally, these conflicts have pit two sets of opposing concentrated trade-related 86 
interests against each other: export-oriented sectors wishing to see better access to foreign markets and import-87 
competing sectors wishing to reduce exposure to foreign competition domestically (De Bièvre & Dür, 2005; Dür, 2008). 88 
In the last two decades, these two types of actors have been joined by a third type, EU import-dependent firms, i.e. firms 89 
relying on the income generated by the imported intermediate or final goods, presenting themselves as strong advocates 90 
of trade liberalization as a result of the growing integration of the EU’s economy in GVCs (Eckhardt & Poletti, 2016; see 91 
also Baccini, Pinto, & Weymouth, 2017). The intensity of conflict between these trade-related organized interests has on 92 
occasion been very high. The vociferous opposition of some EU members states’ farmers in the Uruguay round or the car 93 
manufacturing sector in the EU-Korea negotiations are but two obvious examples of the potential of these trade-related 94 
interests to raise the intensity of political conflict underlying trade policy and to weigh on trade negotiations. 95 

However, the presence of intense political conflicts between organized societal groups representing concentrated trade-96 
related interests alone does not suffice to qualify a particular negotiation as politicized. The recent contribution by 97 
Meunier and Czesana (2018) on the politicization of EU trade policy acknowledges this important point, adding the key 98 
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dimension of public salience to the picture. However, as the conceptual discussion developed above suggests, an 99 
exclusive focus on the dimension salience alone risks overlooking other important dimensions of politicization. We 100 
therefore go beyond the discussion by Meunier and Czesana (2018) and consider EU trade agreement negotiations as 101 
politicized when, in addition to evolving into issues that the general public is aware of and cares about (saliency), they 102 
also contribute to making trade policy an issue that polarizes political debates and opinions (polarization), and trigger the 103 
political mobilization of a wide array of political actors beyond the relatively closed circle of trade policy officials and 104 
groups representing trade-related interests such as NGOs and various kinds of citizen organizations (actor expansion).  105 

With this conceptual yardstick in mind, it turns out that recent EU trade agreement negotiations differ very considerably 106 
in the degree to which they were politicized. In this contribution, we focus mainly on variation in degrees of politicization 107 
across the different bilateral or interregional trade negotiations that the EU has initiated. Although we do touch upon it 108 
here and there, we do not put the important question of how politicization of trade policy varies across EU member states 109 
centre stage here. This is an important line of inquiry, especially in light of an economistic domestic compensation 110 
hypothesis. This theoretical expectation would have it that the anti-globalization backlash should be largest in political 111 
systems that do not sufficiently compensate economic losers of liberalization (Sapir, 2001 and 2006). Yet, politicization 112 
was highest in coordinated market economies with a strong welfare state, like Germany and Austria, low in Scandinavian 113 
welfare states, whereas it was also very low in many southern and eastern European countries, which actively kept 114 
supporting the negotiations (Young, 2017: 71-74). 115 

Moreover, we rely on existing operationalizations of degrees of politicization (see Steiner, 2018; Young, 2017) and do not 116 
expand on the desirability of a further systematic and fine-grained empirical estimate of how these negotiations fare with 117 
regards to each of conceptual dimension of politicization. Instead, we put our focus on how this wide variation in degrees 118 
of politicization could be explained. Several sources are now in wide agreement that actually only a minority of these 119 
negotiations generated a high degree of politicization (for instance Steiner, 2018; Young, 2017). Some of the European 120 
Union’s bilateral trade agreements, and some of its ongoing bilateral negotiations, did indeed generate unprecedented 121 
domestic political turmoil in the course of the past decade, especially the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership 122 
(TTIP) negotiations with the United States – now aborted – and the negotiation and conclusion of the Canada-EU 123 
Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement (CETA). As widely documented, TTIP and also CETA quickly evolved into 124 
salient negotiations for the general public and mustered a wave of political contestation by a wide array of civil society 125 
groups, ultimately contributing to polarizing party competition and individual opinions (Dür, 2018; De Bièvre & Poletti, 126 
2016; De Bièvre, 2018; De Ville & Siles-Brügge, 2015, 2016; Gheyle, 2019; Jungherr, Mader, Schoen & Wuttke, 2018; 127 
Kanthak & Spies, 2018; Laursen & Roederer-Rynning, 2017; Meunier & Scezana, 2019; Steiner, 2018; Young, 2016, 2017, 128 
2019).  129 

Other EU bilateral negotiations and agreements however, have taken place in the absence of public uproar, have barely 130 
led to a polarised distribution of opinions, and have not been the subject of attention from organized societal actors, the 131 
media, or the general public. These include the ongoing and finished negotiations with developing countries such as 132 
Vietnam, Thailand and Malaysia, with advanced industrial and services competitors such as Japan, Singapore, and South 133 
Korea, or the negotiations for an investment-only agreement with an economic giant such as China. These negotiations 134 
did of course elicit opposition from traditional trade-related interests fearing the potential costs of liberalizing trade with 135 
these countries, like the European car industry in the case of the EU-South Korea trade agreement (Elsig & Dupont, 2012; 136 
Gstöhl & De Bièvre, 2018, pp. 93-107; Siles-Brügge, 2011), or the meat industry being up in arms about the expansion of 137 
Brazilian and Argentinian beef quota in the draft EU-Mercosur agreement.  138 

Somewhat in between these two extremes, other negotiations did trigger actor expansion in the form of political 139 
opposition from organized societal groups other than import-competing groups, particularly by CSOs. These include the 140 
comprehensive trade agreement recently reached with Mercosur, which after approximately two decades in the 141 
doldrums moved into the public limelight late 2019, the Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) negotiations with former 142 
European colonies in the African, Pacific and Caribbean (ACP) region, most of which have failed to realize, with the notable 143 
exception of the agreement with the CARIFORUM region, and, to a lesser extent, the trade agreements signed with the 144 
Andean Community and Central American countries (Poletti & Sicurelli, 2018). As the hot domestic political debate 145 
preceding the approval of the ratification of the EU-Ukraine association agreement in 2017 in the Netherlands shows, 146 
other intermediate cases included EU trade agreements that may have contributed to polarizing political debates in a 147 
small subset of member states, yet neither became salient for the general European public, nor elicited significant actor 148 
expansion across the EU as a whole.  149 

This skewed distribution of politicization is by no means an exclusive feature of the politics of EU trade agreement 150 
negotiations. The political dynamics underlying the EU participation in multilateral trade negotiations, the administration 151 
of EU unilateral trade policy measures, and EU responses to dispute settlement procedures at the World Trade 152 
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Organization (WTO), display similarly diverse patterns of politicization. The vocal street protests surrounding negotiations 153 
for the launch of the so-called Millennium Round of WTO negotiations in Seattle stand in contrast to the relative quiet 154 
with which other major multilateral trade rounds such as the Tokyo or Kennedy round have been negotiated in the past 155 
or the launch of the Doha Development Agenda (Poletti & De Bièvre, 2016). The large scale political protests triggered by 156 
the US-initiated WTO disputes against EU bans on imports of genetically modified crops or hormone-treated beef also 157 
stand in contrast with the little noise elicited by other equally, if not more, economically important trade disputes (Poletti 158 
& De Bièvre, 2014). This overview (summarized succinctly in Table 1) suggests that the puzzle at hand consists of 159 
explaining the varying degrees of politicization, rather than politicization of EU trade policy in general.  160 

 161 

Table 1: Politicization across EU trade agreement negotiations 162 

EU trade agreement 
negotiations with 

Salience Polarization Actor expansion Level of Politicization 

US – TTIP  Yes Yes Yes High 
CA – CETA  Yes Yes Yes High 
Mercosur No No Yes Low first; medium later 
Japan No No No Low 
Singapore No No No Low 
South Korea No No  No Low 
Ukraine No Yes No Medium 
Vietnam No No No Low 
Thailand No No No Low 
Malaysia No No No Low 
Cariforum No No Yes Low to medium 
Andean Community No No Yes Low to medium 
Central America No No  No Low 
China (Investment) No  No  No  Low 

Source: The attribution of level of politicization in the last column is based on the elaboration of Eurobarometer data by 163 
Steiner 2018 and Young 2017 (but see also Roederer-Rynning and Kallestrup 2017 for salience in parliamentary 164 
debates). The dichotomous categorisation of the agreements with regard to the three dimensions of salience, 165 
polarization and actor expansion is our own, cross-validated with peers.  166 

 167 
3. Some plausible (necessary but not sufficient) conditions for politicization 168 

A whole range of arguments about EU trade policy politicization have been advanced to account for politicization across 169 
EU trade agreement negotiations. The recent contribution by Meunier and Czesana (2019) systematizes this literature by 170 
evoking explanations for variation in salience of EU trade negotiations. Besides also taking polarization and actor 171 
expansion into account, in addition to salience, we draw and expand on this contribution in two ways. First, we make use 172 
of the overview of (non) cases of politicization to conduct a brief plausibility probe of some of the most prominent 173 
explanations for this phenomenon. In doing so, we pay particular attention to specifying whether the considered 174 
explanatory factors represent necessary and/or sufficient conditions for the politicization of EU trade agreement 175 
negotiations. In the next section, we therefore conduct a tentative and speculative probe of the explanatory power of 176 
existing arguments, and assess whether these factors unfold their explanatory force only in conjunction with other causes 177 
or suffice in and of themselves to produce politicization. We do so to lay the ground for how these can be usefully 178 
conceived as structural background conditions and allow one to bring agency back into the equation in the subsequent 179 
section. 180 

 181 
3.1. Variation in European and national parliamentary control over EU trade policy 182 

One plausible argument for the politicization of EU trade negotiations points to the effects generated by the increasing 183 
control over EU trade policy by the European Parliament introduced with the institutional reform of the Treaty of Lisbon 184 
(ToL) of 2009. This mandated that EU trade agreements be ratified by a simple majority of members of European 185 
Parliament, turning this institution into a formal veto player in the policy process (Woolcock, 2010). EU trade agreement 186 
negotiations characterized by a high degree of politicization have taken place in the post-ToL period, i.e. TTIP and CETA 187 
negotiations. While salience of EU trade agreements went up, polarization of opinions within the EP did not align along 188 
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left-right lines, but cut right through some its most central parties. While the extreme left and Green faction was united 189 
in opposing EU trade negotiations, the European People’s Party, and especially the Social-Democratic EP faction often 190 
found themselves split down the middle on the line to take on some of the most politicized EU external trade agreement 191 
negotiations (De Bièvre, 2018). 192 

Others have claimed that also national parliaments have started to play a more important role than in the past in this 193 
policy process (e.g. Jancic, 2017; Roederer-Rynning & Kallestrup, 2017). It is true that national governmental coalitions 194 
have demanded important recent bilateral trade agreements to be considered ‘mixed’ (i.e. both EU and member state 195 
competence) and hence have to be presented for ratification according to the national constitutional requirements, most 196 
often including the approval of the national parliament (Devuyst, 2013, p. 312). However, only CETA and TTIP negotiations 197 
became the subject of a high degree of politicization in a number of national legislatures. And secondly, the insistence of 198 
EU member state legislatures to ratify all external EU trade policy agreements (whether multilateral WTO or bilateral) 199 
has been a decade-old constant of EU trade policy making (Meunier, 2005; De Bièvre & Gstöhl, 2018). This de facto 200 
member state veto over crucial issues, can be the consequence of the expansion of the trade agenda into matters of 201 
regulation within the remit and competence of EU member states (Young and Peterson, 2006), as well as of the deliberate 202 
strategy to include issues of so-called mixed EU and member state competence into the negotiation mandate so as to 203 
make national parliamentary approval mandatory (Meunier and Roederer-Rynning, 2020 this volume). Parliamentary 204 
opportunities to voice and mobilize opposition towards trade agreements thus constitute important background 205 
conditions for politicization, yet, in and of themselves do not suffice to account for when political actors jump to action 206 
to capitalize on them.  207 

 208 
3.2. Depth and comprehensiveness of regulatory commitments in PTAs 209 

Another prominent explanation for the politicization of EU trade agreement negotiations focuses on the increased depth 210 
and comprehensiveness of regulatory commitments discussed in these negotiations (for a detailed operationalization of 211 
regulatory depth and comprehensiveness, see Pelkmans, 2017). More specifically, a number of analyses suggest that 212 
politicization should be traced back to this growing importance of regulatory issues within so-called “new generation 213 
trade agreements” (Young & Peterson, 2006; Laursen & Roederer-Rynning, 2017; Young, 2017). However, times are long 214 
gone that a trade agreement only included commitments to reduce or abolish custom tariffs on trade in goods. As far 215 
back as the conclusion of the Uruguay Round agreements and the creation of the World Trade Organization in 1995, all 216 
trade agreement negotiation agendas included regulatory commitments about opening up markets for services, access 217 
for public procurement markets, the respect of domestic regulations on health and safety, the protection of intellectual 218 
property, the respect for minimum labour standards, environmental protection, as well as human rights (Dür, Baccini, & 219 
Elsig, 2014). For over 25 years now, researchers have kept on calling this ‘new’…   220 

Still, there would seem to be a compelling logic to this line of reasoning; the deeper and more comprehensive the 221 
commitments have become, the more politicization has occurred. Since regulatory issues touch on sensitive domestic, 222 
behind-the-border issues they are likely to trigger public suspicion of regulatory downgrading in the face of international 223 
competition, which in turn should elicit a high degree of politicization. Such reactions should therefore be seen as 224 
embedded in the cultural contexts and the values and identities of social actors (see e.g. Duina, 2019 for an application 225 
to food). However, both logic and empirical evidence – puzzlingly – show that great depth and comprehensiveness of 226 
trade agreements do not consistently lead to greater politicization, perpetuating the question of when these actors 227 
mobilise this background potential, and especially when they do not. 228 

For one, regulatory cooperation does not need to translate into lower regulation in the EU. The opposite can be true, as 229 
trading partners may engage in regulatory upgrading and thus impose costly regulatory burdens onto others via trade 230 
agreements (Lechner, 2016; Poletti & Sicurelli, 2018; Young, 2015). Moreover, the argument stands at odds with the 231 
empirical observation that trade agreements containing deep regulatory provisions simular to those in TTIP and CETA, 232 
such as the EU-Japan agreement, have not elicited large scale politicization (Suzuki, 2017). In the TTIP negotiations, EU 233 
policy makers actually tabled less deep and comprehensive proposals on trade in services than in EU-Japan negotiations 234 
by adopting a so-called positive list approach, specifying which services sectors they would open up to American 235 
competition (Pelkmans, 2017). By contrast, negotiators adopted a far more ambitious and deep type of commitment 236 
approach in the agreements with Canada and Japan by only writing a negative list of those services sectors which would 237 
be exempted from the general rule that all services sectors would be liberalized. Again, while it may be necessary for a 238 
trade agreement to be “deep” to trigger politicization, depth alone clearly does not suffice.  239 

 240 
3.3. Relative economic size and (perceptions of) bargaining power of the trading partner 241 
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A third candidate for explaining when politicization occurs, is the economic size and bargaining power of the negotiating 242 
partner. The larger the market of the EU relative to its negotiating partner, the greater the costs partners might be willing 243 
to incur in order to gain access to it (Damro, 2012; Dür, 2010). This suggests that EU agreements with smaller trading 244 
partners should be less politicized than those with partners of a roughly equal economic size. This is so because economic 245 
asymmetries make sure that the EU negotiates out of a position of strength, minimizing the risk that it has to make 246 
concessions on sensitive regulatory issues. This argument is consistent with observed patterns of politicization in the TTIP 247 
negotiations, which many observed to be somewhat linked to EU member state perceptions of the US as a negotiating 248 
partner with more bargaining power than the European Union (De Ville & Siles-Brügge, 2015; Garcia-Duran & Eliasson, 249 
2018). 250 

However, the argument is somewhat inconsistent with the high degree of politicization that characterized the CETA 251 
negotiations, i.e. negotiations with a much smaller and thus supposedly weaker trading partner. It is also somewhat at 252 
odds with the total absence of any politicization of the EU-Japan negotiations, admittedly a smaller, but still a very large 253 
economic player in the global trading system. With respect to Canada, one might argue that contestation over TTIP 254 
negotiations and fear of inferior EU bargaining power relative to the US may well have spilled over into contestation over 255 
the by-then already concluded CETA negotiations. The CETA and TTIP negotiations were particularly linked through the 256 
controversial issue of investment protection and investment arbitration, as opponents stated that large US-based 257 
multinationals would be able to sue EU governments through their Canadian subsidiaries in such investor courts.  258 
Conversely, this line of argumentation suggests that the negotiations with Japan should have elicited concerns of having 259 
to concede much on regulatory issues to a relatively powerful trading partner, fears that did not materialize. These 260 
arguments thus again suggest that the impact of relative economic power (a)symmetries between the EU and its trading 261 
partners probably also has to be seen in conjunction with other conditions. 262 

 263 
4. Bringing agency back-in 264 

So far, we have zoomed in on three important conditions for politicization – institutional opportunities, regulatory depth 265 
and scope, and bargaining strength. Of course, there are other conceivable (pre)conditions for politicization that could 266 
and should be integrated into the comparative analysis of politicization of EU trade agreement negotiations (Meunier 267 
and Czesana, 2019). For instance, the rise of the internet and social-media represents an important development enabling 268 
the amplification of political messages, thus potentially bearing on the dimensions of salience and actor expansion. 269 
Similarly, it is eminently plausible that the growing popular and/or populist concerns over the merits of globalization 270 
observed across many EU member states (as in other advanced democracies) represent background factors relating to 271 
important dimensions of politicization. Yet, defined in this broad fashion, these arguments make it problematic to derive 272 
hypotheses on variation in degrees of politicization across trade agreement negotiations. For one, in both cases it is not 273 
easy to disentangle to what extent they point to factors that are independent of, and therefore can explain, politicization 274 
from processes that are in fact part of politicization itself. For instance, the use of social media and growing party 275 
confrontations over trade policy issues are themselves potential manifestations of processes of polarization and actor 276 
expansion. In addition, both arguments consider long-term processes that can hardly be useful to account for why trade 277 
negotiations taking place largely simultaneously (or in a short-time span) display such different levels of politicization. 278 
For these reasons, we have not explicitly assessed these factors in the previous section. At the same time, we suggest 279 
that some aspects of these two broad sets of arguments can be usefully qualified with a view to contributing the 280 
development of new potential agency-based explanations of the politicization of EU trade policy.  281 

The elements conducive to politicization we have discussed so far neglect the role of agency. Our plausibility probe of 282 
these explanations suggests that these structural conditions need to be present for politicization to arise, yet do not 283 
suffice to produce it, neither alone nor in conjunction. The argument that agency is crucial to trigger politicization is not 284 
exactly earth-shattering and there is clear anecdotal evidence about its importance in triggering the politicization of some 285 
EU trade agreement negotiations. Yet, it begs the question of when, how and why agency kicks in.  286 

For instance, the successful attempts by organized groups to instigate and mobilize indignation, distrust, and opposition 287 
in the general public over the content of the TTIP and CETA negotiations bear witness to the importance that interest 288 
groups purposefully act as instigators and triggers of politicization (Buonanno, 2017; De Bièvre, 2014, 2018; De Ville & 289 
Siles-Brügge, 2015, 2016; Garcia-Duran & Eliasson, 2018; Siles-Brügge, 2017). It is well documented that civil society 290 
actors make deliberate strategic choices and concentrate their financial means to ‘manufacture discontent’ (Bauer, 291 
2016) by focussing on a limited set of issues amenable to mobilizing fear. These have included the singling out of topics 292 
that were by no means new or were not even part of the EU negotiation agenda, yet were singled out as topics for 293 
mobilization against TTIP as well as CETA, yet not for other EU trade agreement negotiations (Duina, 2019; Young 2017). 294 
Generating uncertainty and fear about whether or not the EU ban on the import of hormone treated beef would be 295 
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maintained and whether chlorinated chicken would come to replace antibiotics-treated EU chicken were thus singled 296 
out by those groups in order to bank on already present salience, and polarize opinions and further actor expansion. 297 
Most importantly and most successfully, of course, the CSO campaign against TTIP politicized the ‘Trojan horse’ of 298 
investment arbitration, although that institution has been in existence for decades, and was about to be reformed as 299 
well as Europeanised (see for an analysis of that politicization and authority shift, Herranz Surrallés 2020 this special 300 
issue). Importantly however, such singling out of lightning rods to rally mobilization did not happen in reaction to other 301 
EU trade agreement negotiations. 302 

We therefore need to keep a rigorously comparative perspective in order to move beyond these important anecdotal 303 
observations and develop arguments about the conditions under which we can expect agents to be successful in seizing 304 
the opportunities their environment offers them to trigger politicization. In our view, uncovering such agency dynamics 305 
in the politicization of EU trade negotiations requires embracing research into the two-way interaction between 306 
individual level attitudes and preferences and their aggregation into public opinion on the one hand, and their deliberate 307 
strategic mobilization and politicization by interest groups and civil society organizations on the other.  308 

 309 

From public opinion to agency 310 

A first line of inquiry would thus focus on the causal arrow going from public opinion to interest group agency. A growing 311 
number of contributions to the interest group literature have carved out the conditions under which public opinion can 312 
shape the dynamics of interest group agency. Rasmussen et al. (2014) for instance show that interest groups participate 313 
more actively on issues in policy areas that are regarded as salient by the general public. Kollman (1998) and Hanegraaff 314 
et al. (2016) focus on interest groups’ strategies and provide systematic evidence that public opinion stimulates outside 315 
lobbying, i.e. strategies that seek to raise the awareness of a broader audience by communicating political messages 316 
through various sorts of public media. Others have shown how public support for advocates’ policy preferences crucially 317 
affects the latter’s’ chances of success (Rasmussen et al. 2018; De Bruycker 2017). These studies suggest the importance 318 
of investigating how individual-level preferences and public opinion contribute to enabling interest groups to act as 319 
agents of politicization in EU trade policy.   320 

On this account, a number of studies have already shown how individual-level preferences can significantly account for 321 
politicization of TTIP. Jungherr et al. (2018) have argued that attitudes towards specific trade agreements, rather than 322 
towards free trade in general, can account for the lack of support towards TTIP among German citizens. They find that 323 
postures toward transatlantic cooperation, predispositions toward the role of interest groups in politics, as well as 324 
towards domestic market regulation, constitute important background conditions for the remarkable opposition towards 325 
TTIP among German citizens. Other studies also suggest that variation in levels of public opposition to TTIP across EU 326 
member states could be due to citizens’ views of the treaty partners, like anti-Americanism – at least under the important 327 
condition that the salience of economic issues is relatively low (Steiner 2018; Jedinger and Schön 2018). However, anti-328 
Americanism alone does not seem to suffice to explain opposition to TTIP, since other EU member states with latent anti-329 
Americanism, such as France, did not witness a similar drop in specific support for TTIP negotiations (Bauer, 2016; Young, 330 
2017; Meunier and Roederer-Rynning 2020 this volume). The presence of particular predispositions within the general 331 
public is important in shaping politicization only insofar as it comes in conjunction with interest groups able and willing 332 
to capitalize on this potential and act as agents of politicization (see also Gheyle 2020 in this volume). Similarly, Zürn, et 333 
al. (2012), have convincingly highlighted the potential nexus exists between authority transfers and politicization: political 334 
authority migrating from the national to the international level can trigger resistance by societal groups when 335 
international institutions cannot build on sufficient stocks of legitimacy. This argument suggests that CSOs should be 336 
more capable to act as agents of politicization of trade agreements that reach deeply into practices of domestic 337 
governance when public awareness and scepticism of international institutions are widespread among the general public.  338 
Future research could benefit from conducting further comparative analyses of all, rather than only a subset of EU trade 339 
agreement negotiations and parse out under which structural conditions issues already latently salient among the general 340 
public facilitate various kinds of interest groups, particularly CSOs, in their attempts to politicize EU trade policy.  It would 341 
thus be worthwhile to analyse comparatively the extent to which instances of interest group success in acting as agents 342 
of politicization of EU trade policy issues can be traced back to how public opinion facilitated these groups’ ability to 343 
mobilize, attract resources, decide upon a particular lobbying strategy, and successfully exert pressure on policymakers.  344 

 345 
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A second line of research could focus on the opposite causal arrow, namely the mechanisms that connect interest groups 347 
to public opinion, as the salience of issues may often be endogenous to and an artefact of group mobilization. Existing 348 
literature shows interest groups can shape public opinion formation in two ways. First, interest groups, can use various 349 
means and strategies to affect the public salience of policy issues (Dür & Mateo, 2014, 2016; Flöthe & Rasmussen, 2018; 350 
Hanegraaff, Beyers, & De Bruycker, 2016). Engaging in various kinds of outside lobbying strategies, can be instrumental 351 
to raising public awareness about policy issues. Second, interest groups may also contribute to shaping public attitudes 352 
on issues they care about through the frames they convey or by affecting news content (Andsager, 2000; Dür, 2018). The 353 
extent to which interest groups can effectively trigger the politicization of a particular trade policy issue or a particular 354 
negotiation thus largely depends on their ability to stimulate the interest and attention of public opinion. Indeed, 355 
increasing public salience of issues can trigger a positive feedback effect, stimulating more groups to join the campaign 356 
and thus generating an attention cascade that ultimately makes the issue even more salient (Dür & Mateo, 2014; Halpin 357 
2011).  358 

These insights on interest groups’ capacity to actively shape public opinion can be leveraged to increase our 359 
understanding of the dynamics in politicization of EU trade policy. A wide range of studies have highlighted the material 360 
and cultural conditions that affect the formation of individual-level preferences on trade policy. The first group of studies 361 
usually considers such preferences as a function of the individual-level welfare effects of trade policy choices (Colantone 362 
& Stanig, 2018; Margalit, 2011; Jensen, Quinn, & Weymouth, 2015), while the second focuses on the role and identity-363 
based consideration and cultural factors (Mansfield & Mutz, 2009, 2013; Spilker & Schaffer, 2019). These studies thus 364 
contribute to identifying one important set of micro-foundations of trade policy formation (Kertzer and Zeitzoff, 2017; 365 
Owen and Walter 2017). Yet, it is eminently plausible that interest group agency is a crucial factor in mediating how 366 
material and cultural consideration affect individual preferences and public opinion more broadly over trade policy. For 367 
instance, Eliasson and Garcia-Duran Huet (2018, 2019) stress the importance of rhetorical choices made by interest 368 
groups by showing how the choice of emotive frames by CSOs opposing TTIP succeeded in raising public opposition to 369 
the agreement. Dür (2018) similarly shows, through an experimental research design, that the frames conveyed by 370 
interest groups might well be important in shaping public opinion over TTIP.  371 

In order to more comprehensively account for high as well as low degrees of politicization, this line of research could 372 
therefore be further expanded in two directions. For one, one could investigate how other factors might enable civil 373 
society organizations to raise public opinion awareness over trade policy issues. The capacity of CSOs to use emotive 374 
frames or to convey particular frames may well be conditional on other factors, such as previous successful experiences 375 
of contestation of trade negotiations by CSOs, the types of lobbying strategies they employ (e.g. inside vs outside 376 
lobbying, or the use of particular types of media), their organizational characteristics (e.g. national vs. transnational, their 377 
amount of resources), and the characteristic of population of interest groups within which they operate (e.g. its density, 378 
diversity, and volatility). Second, it would be good if future research would expand its empirical scope by explicitly 379 
considering cases in which interest group attempts to raise the saliency of a particular trade policy issue did not succeed, 380 
so as to try and fully uncover the dynamics of agency success as well as failure.  381 

 382 

5. Conclusion 383 

In this contribution, we have sought to advance the state-of-the-art on the explanation of different degrees of 384 
politicization of EU trade agreement negotiations during the last decade. First of all, we have shown and illustrated that 385 
research on this important topic can benefit from following the lead of the more generic research on politicization in the 386 
European Union by conceiving of the phenomenon as consisting of the three dimensions of salience, opinion polarization 387 
and actor expansion. This conceptualization has the advantage of being broad, while simultaneously allowing for a precise 388 
empirical mapping of the variation at hand that can stimulate systematic in-depth comparative research. Second, we 389 
have reviewed three plausible and relatively common explanations for politicization of these negotiations, namely the 390 
alleged increase of parliamentary – both national and European – scrutiny and involvement in EU trade policy, the depth 391 
and scope of regulatory commitments in trade agreements, and the relative bargaining power, based on economic size, 392 
of trading partners. Although we show that these are eminently plausible at first sight, these explanations also face 393 
considerable difficulties to account for the presence as well as the absence of politicization in a lot of instances. While 394 
particular constellations of those factors may be more or less conducive to politicization, we have gone on to argue that 395 
these factors can be very usefully considered background conditions creating the opportunity structures within which 396 
agency and mobilization can unfold. To that end, we have shown how the existing literature on the mutual interaction 397 
between public opinion and interest groups can be mobilized to further advance research on the politicization of 398 
particular trade agreement negotiations. Given that the European Union is currently in the process of initiating, 399 
negotiating, and ratifying a whole set of such agreements, acquiring more in depth insight into these dynamics will 400 
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continue to be of great relevance, both from a purely epistemological and scientific point of view and for the practical 401 
benefit of creating reasonable expectations about the process of EU trade policy formation in years to come. 402 
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