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In our research, we focus on the image of the United States in Latin 
America. We use mainly data from Latinobarómetro, and we analyse 
Obama’s last year and Trump’s first year in the presidency in 18 coun-
tries in Latin America. We use logistic regression to reach conclusions. 
We also analyse Trump’s tweets to see his Twitter rhetoric. We find that 
Trump’s election has strongly worsened the image of the United States 
in the public opinion of Latin America. However, we find that people 
that believe more in democracy, the free market and national politi-
cal institutions are more likely to have a positive opinion of the United 
States. Also, we find that the more left-wing citizens are, the more likely 
they have a bad opinion of the United States. This article contributes to 
the theory of trust and research on the public opinion across nations. 
Also, this article offers insights into the topical research agenda con-
cerning the influence of political ideology on public opinion.

Keywords: Trump, Latin America, anti-Americanism, public opinion, 
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‘I will build a great wall - and no one builds walls better than me, believe 
me - and I will build them very inexpensively. I will make a great wall on 
our southern border, and I will make Mexico pay for that wall. Mark my 
words’, Donald Trump said in his speech that launched his presidential 
campaign in 20151. His victory was undoubtedly a major event not only 
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for US foreign policy but also for the perception of the United States 
as a whole nation abroad. In particular, Trump’s discourse directed at 
the neighbouring Latin American country and at the Latin American 
immigrants who cross the US-Mexican border might have caused a de-
cline in perceiving a US positive image not only amongst Mexicans but 
amongst citizens in other Latin American countries. A positive image 
is important for any country. If people from abroad perceive the state 
positively, they will tend to trade with it, visit it as tourists and above 
all, they will look up to it, which is extremely important in the case of 
a superpower that has the ambition to influence world events.

We use data from public opinion polls that provide Latinobarómet-
ro2 for 2016 and 2017. We explore the impact of Donald Trump’s elec-
tion on the perception of the United States among Latin American 
people. Our research interest is to find out what variables are signifi-
cant in explaining the opinion of the United States. We compare how 
Obama’s administration was perceived amongst Americans compared 
to Trump’s administration. The study does not only attempt to offer 
descriptive tables, but we use regression models to comprehensively 
explain the perception of the United States as a  nation across Latin 
America and time.

We assume a worse opinion of the United States in Mexico following 
Trump’s discourse related to constructing the Wall bordering Mexico, 
as well as his speeches and actions against Venezuela, Peru and other 
countries in Latin America such as Colombia that has been an ally of 
the United States in the war on drugs. We divided the article into four 
sections. First, we present a theory from the existing research and for-
mulate hypotheses. In the second part, we introduce Trump’s rhetoric 
addressing Latin America, as shown in his tweets, and the reaction of 
Latin American presidents. We also offer a descriptive statistic from 
opinion polls. While it is possible to see the changes in the opinion 
of the United States in descriptive tables, it is not possible to verify 
hypotheses while controlling other variables. Therefore, in the third 
section, we discuss methodology and present dependent, independent 
and control variables. In the last part, we interpret the results.

This article is a contribution to a literature that examines the opin-
ions and views of nations about other nations3,4,5,6,7,8,9. More specifically, 
this article focuses on the opinion of other nations about the United 
States10,11,12. This discussion about Trump’s  policies and influence in 
politics is topical13,14,15,16 and this paper contributes to it.
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Theory and hypotheses
We apply the concept of anti-Americanism and the theory of interna-
tional trust to determine how the Latin American public opinion of 
the United States has changed with the election of Donald Trump as 
president.

We use the concept of anti-Americanism in the context of a nega-
tive opinion of the United States amongst the Latin American mass-
es. Katzenstein and Keohane17 define it as a  ‘psychological tendency 
to hold negative views of the United States and of American society 
in general’. Anti-Americanism stems mainly from the special position 
of the United States in world affairs18,19. The hegemonic aspirations of 
the world power, whether past or present, are a key factor in the neg-
ative view of the United States. In recent years, researchers have used 
multivariate analyses to study anti-Americanism. We also apply this 
innovative approach in this paper to contribute to this methodological 
debate on the subject20,21,22,23. 

It is not clear that anti-Americanism is the same as the general opin-
ion of the United States. Beyer and Liebe24 called it a shortcoming in 
operationalisation when researchers use anti-Americanism and public 
opinion interchangeably. Beyer and Liebe25 find that the opinion of 
the United States is more a critique of US foreign policy. The foreign 
opinions of the United States are more influenced by the US policy 
than the opinions of Americans. Therefore, the opinion of Americans 
should be a better measure of anti-Americanism. However, the opera-
tionalisation of the opinion of the United States as anti-Americanism 
is a common practice in research26,27,28. We proceed with caution and 
accept that we do not try to explain anti-Americanism among Latin 
American citizens, but merely their opinion of the United States that 
is more likely to correspond to US officials and their foreign policy. 
We include Donald Trump as an independent variable. However, due 
to the close relation of the anti-Americanism with the opinion of the 
United States, we use independent variables and control variables that 
use similar anti-Americanism research to explain an opinion of the 
United States.

However, anti-Americanism is not the only concept that we use 
with Latin American public opinion polls. We also include the theo-
ry of trust. The opinion is directly related to trust. It is not possible 
to build lasting bonds and strive for good relations without a positive 
opinion based on trust. The United States has experienced increased 
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mistrust, for example, in the context of the war in Iraq. Unfound weap-
ons of mass destruction have caused great distrust among the citizens 
of foreign countries. Some of them have seen ulterior motives in the 
US foreign policy, and this fact undoubtedly has influenced the very 
view of the US and has greatly worsened it29. Even though opinion and 
trust are not the same, they are very closely related. The theory of trust 
is a relatively popular theoretical approach among academics dealing 
with international relations. Researchers have used this theoretical 
framework in studies on international economic relations, and they 
have tried to explain how trust between business partners can be re-
flected in trade30,31,32,33.

Brewer and his colleagues consider general trust in other nations 
as a key component of public opinion that shapes views on foreign or 
world affairs34,35,36. They define trust in other nations and internation-
al trust as: ‘generalized belief about whether most foreign countries 
behave in accordance with normative expectations regarding the con-
duct of nations’37.

We consider the view of the United States as closely related to the 
opinion of the leadership of this country. It is the presidential system 
of government, as well as in Latin America, where the president is the 
head of government and the head of state. His actions and speeches 
articulate the views and demands of the American public. We assume 
that Trump’s  negative discourse was reflected in the opinion of the 
United States amongst the Latin American public.

H1: A Latin American citizen is more likely to have a worse opinion 
of the United States during Trump’s first year in the office than in the 
last year of Obama’s term. 

Political ideology
Political ideology is very important when explaining the actions of cit-
izens. They often follow suit of the political leaders of their favourite 
party and accept their opinions38. For example, conservative leaders 
regularly pursue an isolationist discourse. Therefore, sympathisers of 
conservatism as an ideological doctrine are more sceptical in trusting 
other nations. On the contrary are cases of liberal parties and their 
supporters39.

In the context of Latin America, it is crucial to distinguish where 
left-wing and right-wing regimes prevail. The United States, especially 
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through its political and economic system, can be perceived as right-
wing, especially by socialist countries such as Cuba and Venezuela. In 
addition, historically, the United States has either supported right-
wing regimes or tried to remove left-wing leaders. In the past, the 
United States argued that they were exporting democracy and trying 
to prevent the onset of undemocratic communist regimes. The Unit-
ed States still presents itself as a  democracy by which others can be 
inspired.

Left-wing leaders in countries are also driving the anti-capitalist 
discourse towards the United States, and this affects the supporters 
of their left-wing parties. The democracy and business practices of the 
United States is one of the dimensions of anti-Americanism40. Beyer 
and Liebe41, as part of their research on anti-Americanism in four Eu-
ropean countries, include the political spectrum, democracy and mar-
ket economy as variables to explain anti-Americanism. 

H2a: The more left-wing a Latin American citizen, the worse opinion 
they have of the United States.
H2b: A Latin American citizen believing in democracy is more likely to 
have a better opinion of the United States. 
H2c: A Latin American citizen believing in a free market is more likely 
to have a better opinion of the United States. 

Interpersonal trust
People use their beliefs about other people and human nature to make 
decisions and create opinions in different situations and about a range 
of subjects42. Kaltenthaler and Miller43 find that interpersonal trust is 
an important factor in shaping a positive attitude and promoting free 
trade agreements. In general, trust between people and groups contrib-
utes to positive attitudes44. The social trust influences a citizen’s opin-
ion on world affairs45. Citizens trusting others trust more nations than 
people that regard their fellow citizens as untrustworthy46. From the 
afore-mentioned theories, we expect that respondents that do not 
trust their fellow citizens are more likely to distrust the United States. 
Therefore, they would not have a positive opinion of the United States.

H3: A Latin American citizen trusting his fellow citizens (interpersonal 
trust) is more likely to have a better opinion of the United States. 



63

Michael Haman

Milan Školník

Political trust
Similar to social trust, people use political trust as an information 
shortcut for creating an opinion on a wide range of policy issues47,48. 
Belief in government helps explain the opinion of citizens about 
a number of foreign policy issues49,50. In addition, Brewer51 finds that 
citizens with higher trust in the national government have even great-
er trust in other nations. We expect that lower trust in national politi-
cal institutions, which in our case expresses political trust, leads to less 
trust in other countries and our case, lower trust in the United States, 
and thus a worse opinion of the United States.

H4: The less trust a  Latin American citizen has in national political 
institutions, the worse the opinion they have of the United States. 

Trump’s rhetoric towards Latin America and reactions of 
Latin American leaders
‘When Mexico sends its people, they’re not sending their best. They’re 
sending people that have lots of problems, and they’re bringing those 
problems with us. They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. 
They’re rapists. They’re sending us not the right people. It’s  coming 
from more than Mexico. It’s  coming from all over South and Latin 
America. And it’s got to stop, and it’s got to stop fast.’ These are proba-
bly the most offensive passages from Donald Trump’s Presidential An-
nouncement Speech, referring not only to Mexicans but also to Latin 
Americans in general52.

Figure 1 shows Trump’s tweets that included keyword Mexico from 
2014 to March 2019. It is possible to see that keywords such as ‘wall’, 
‘stop’, ‘pay’ and ‘illegal’ are key in Trump’s rhetoric. These keywords are 
not positive and have an impact on Mexican’s opinion of Trump.

We present the results of opinion polls in a comparative perspective. 
Also, we summarise the reactions of presidents in Latin America to the 
election of Donald Trump and his subsequent statements and speech-
es. We focus on the presidents, because presidents are heads of states 
and the most important office in Latin American countries, and their 
discourse could influence their citizens.

The overwhelming majority of citizens in Latin American coun-
tries indicated worse opinions on the United States with the arrival 
of Trump. However, it was only a few percent for some countries. The 
biggest deterioration of opinion was expected, and was, from Mexico. 



64

CEJISS  
1/2021

Therefore, we dedicate a larger part of this chapter to Mexico than to 
other countries.

Unfortunately, Latinobarómetro does not offer data about the eval-
uation of the previous US presidents. Nevertheless, the Pew Research 
Center offers these data from previous years in the case of Mexico. Fig-
ure 2 shows confidence in the US President and the opinion of the 
United States in Mexico. In the case of George W. Bush at the end of 
his term, only 16 percent of Mexicans had confidence in him. This is 
not surprising, because citizens of many other countries had low con-
fidence in Bush’s administration. War in Iraq and unfound weapons 
of mass destruction had their toll all over the world53. The confidence 
in the US presidency was not recovered until Obama’s arrival. Barrack 
Obama convinced Latin Americans with the slogan ‘Yes We Can’. After 
his election, the confidence in the US President raised from 16 percent 
under Bush to 55 percent. This figure was his peak, during his presi-
dency around 40 percent Latin Americans had confidence in him, and 
it rose to 49 percent at the end of his presidency. There was a radical 
shift with Trump’s administration, and the confidence in it amongst 
Mexicans fell to only 5 percent. Moreover, only 30 percent of Mexicans 
had a favourable view of the United States in 2017. Twice the number 
of Mexicans had a favourable view of the United States under Obama. 

Figure 1. Word cloud of Trump’s tweets

Source: Twitter, a figure created by authors
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Figure 2 clearly shows the correlation between the confidence in the 
US President and opinion of the United States. The Pearson correla-
tion coefficient is 0.949 for these two variables. Therefore, the confi-
dence in the US Presidents is strongly connected to the general view of 
the United States. In explaining foreign views of the United States, the 
US President is a key variable. 

Figure 3 shows that in all countries the confidence in the US Pres-
ident fell under Trump’s  administration. Mexicans had the lowest 

Table 1: Descriptive statistics - the opinion of the United States and the evaluation of 
Trump

Source: Latinobarómetro

Country Good opinion Bad opinion Evaluation of Trump

  2017 2016 2017 2016 Mean Std.  

Deviation

Missinga

Argentina 48.5 54.1 41.1 30.1 2.17 2.48 14.9

Bolivia 47.2 55.6 42.1 27.1 2.89 2.67 28.5

Brazil 67.1 74.4 17.4 12.5 3.31 2.97 19.3

Chile 67.4 72.7 15.1 17.5 1.95 2.34 12.3

Colombia 78.6 76.8 17 15.9 3.32 2.64 16.2

Costa Rica 70.1 76.4 25.4 14.2 2.32 2.76 12.3

Dominican 

Rep.

83.5 87.4 11.4 7.2 2.55 3.22 8

Ecuador 82.4 79.4 13.2 12.8 3.1 2.54 10.4

El Salvador 80.1 83.3 16 9 2.69 2.49 11.4

Guatemala 67 75.8 25.9 18.2 2.43 3.04 22.6

Honduras 80.4 85.5 14.9 8 2.21 2.99 14.6

Mexico 47.9 75.7 51.6 14.6 1.64 2.42 7.3

Nicaragua 68.1 70.6 23.5 11.9 1.97 2.91 17.7

Panama 74.9 80.4 16.9 9.4 3.35 3.17 12.6

Paraguay 63 77.8 10.5 6.4 4.08 2.51 34.8

Peru 69.3 75 22.3 10.6 3.68 2.73 29

Uruguay 53.8 63.1 34.4 19.8 1.67 2.31 10.5

Venezuela 59.4 64.9 35.7 30.3 3.61 3.03 10.1

Opinion in percentage; Evaluation - 0 the worst, 10 the best

a percentage - No sabe (Do not know), No responde (do not respond), No conoce (do not 

know Trump)
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confidence in Trump with only 5 percent. Venezuelans had the great-
est confidence in Trump, and it was only 20 percent. Venezuela is also 
the only country that had low confidence also in Obama. Citizens 
of other countries had dramatically less confidence in Trump than 
in Obama. Three times as many people had confidence in Obama 
than in Trump in Argentina and Peru. In Brazil and Colombia, it was 

Figure 2. Mexico – confidence in the US President and the opinion of the United States

Source: Pew Research Center 54,55 

Figure 3. Seven Latin American countries – confidence in the US president 

Source: Pew Research Center56; the survey was not conducted in 2016; data are from the 
following years: Obama –2015 (Colombia 2014); Trump – 2017



67

Michael Haman

Milan Školník

almost four times as many citizens, and in Chile five time as many 
citizens. 

Mexico was most affected by Trump’s speeches. ‘Build the Wall’ was 
one of the most used slogans in Trump’s presidential campaign. It was 
part of his policy concerning immigration from Mexico and other Lat-
in American countries. Moreover, he said that the United States would 
not pay for the wall, but Mexico would pay for it. These speeches pro-
voked a number of emotional reactions. For example, Vicente Fox, who 
was Mexican president between 2000 and 2006, said in the interview 
on Fusion in February 2016: ‘I’m not going to pay for that fucking wall. 
He should pay for it. He’s  got the money’ and ‘This nation is going 
to fail if it goes into the hands of a crazy guy’. Trump visited Mexico 
a few months later. On August 30th, 2016, he tweeted: ‘I have accepted 
the invitation of President Enrique Peña Nieto, of Mexico, and look 
very much forward to meeting him tomorrow”.57 A  day later Trump 
tweeted: ‘Former President Vicente Fox, who is railing against my vis-
it to Mexico today, also invited me when he apologized for using the 
“f bomb’”. Fox replied to him on Twitter: ‘I  invited you to come and 
apologize to all Mexicans. Stop lying! Mexico is not yours to play with, 
show some respect’.58 Fox was one of the roughest critics of Trump. 
This meeting between Trump and Peña Nieto was held several months 
before he was elected. Trump tweeted on August 31st, 2016 after the 
meeting: ‘Mexico will pay for the wall - 100%!’59. Peña Nieto reacted 
to this tweet on his account: ‘I repeat what I told him personally, Mr. 
Trump: Mexico will never pay for a wall’.60 The following month in his 
address at the United Nations Summit, Peña Nieto said on the subject 
of Trump’s efforts to deport immigrants, which are primarily Mexican: 
‘We Mexicans firmly believe that this mestizo fusion is the future and 
destiny of humankind’.61 The tense relations continued after Trump 
was elected and became the US President.

Later, after his election, the White House announced Trump want-
ed to collect a  35 percent border tax from Mexican companies. This 
would hurt the Mexican economy because Mexico exports over 70 per-
cent of its products to the United States62. These very statements had 
an impact on the Mexican economy and were one of the reasons that 
the Mexican peso was at near an all-time low when Trump became 
president63.

Trump issued Executive Order 13767 that mandated construction of 
the wall after he became president on January 25th, 201764. This action 
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led to hostility between him and Peña Nieto before a scheduled visit 
that was supposed to happen a few days later. Peña repeatedly rejected 
Trump’s proposal about the wall before the election. On January 26th, 
2017, Peña Nieto said in his video address to the nation via Twitter: 
‘I regret and condemn the United States’ decision to continue with the 
construction of a wall that, for years now, far from uniting us, divides 
us’. Trump tweeted on the same day: ‘If Mexico is unwilling to pay for 
the badly needed wall, then it would be better to cancel the upcoming 
meeting’.65 Peña Nieto also stated on Twitter: ‘Mexico doesn’t believe 
in walls. Our country believes in bridges’.66

There were hostilities between them before Trump assumed office. 
However, in his very first week in office, US–Mexican relations changed 
course. Undoubtedly, these Twitter and other public exchanges be-
tween the two presidents were noticed by citizens, and Trump’s for-
eign policy towards Mexico had an impact on the low confidence in 
him amongst the Mexicans. Now, we recall reactions of other Latin 
American presidents towards Trump’s policies.

Brazilian President Michel Temer said that Trump’s victory ‘doesn’t 
change the relationship between the two countries in any way’.67 How-
ever, the image of the United States amongst Brazilians worsened by 5 
percent. Trump’s slogans ‘buy American, hire American’ had less impact 
in Brazil than in Mexico possibly because Brazil does not have the same 
extensive trade agreement with the United States as Mexico does68.

After Trump’s  election, Colombian President Juan Manuel Santos 
was full of optimism, and he said: ‘We celebrate the United States’ 
democratic spirit on Election Night. We’ll continue to deepen the bi-
lateral relation with Donald Trump’.69 Unlike the majority of countries 
in Latin America, the image of the United States amongst Columbians 
did not worsen. It is worth remembering that Colombia has long been 
the largest recipient of US financial aid in the Western Hemisphere, 
whether in the fight against drugs and drug cartels or in the recon-
struction of the country related to fighting guerrilla movements.

Peruvian President Pedro Pablo Kuczynski also congratulated 
Trump on his election. However, he commented on Trump’s actions 
after a few months as follows: ‘We are going to grab a saw and cut … He 
wants to put up a wall between the United States and Latin America 
and make the Mexicans pay for it. Isn’t that too much’?70 Despite these 
statements, the Peruvian opinion of the United States did not worsen 
to the same degree as Mexico’s.
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Chilean President Michele Bachelet supported Hillary Clinton and 
addressed Trump before the election: ‘I would want that the president 
of the US would be someone who is friendly and would respect coun-
tries and civilities’.71 However, the well-known Bachelet’s opposition to 
Donald Trump was not reflected in Chilean opinion. Chilean opinion 
of the United States remained similar to that under Barack Obama.

Even though Argentinian President Mauricio Macri and his admin-
istration sympathised with Clinton, he congratulated Trump after the 
election. Before the election, he could not imagine him as a president 
when he stated the following: ‘I believe in relationships, in networks 
— we are, in fact, speaking with the world through a network — not in 
building walls’ and that it ‘would be hard to work with someone who 
would want to build walls’.72 Similarly, the citizens of Argentina looked 
at Trump’s election negatively, and bad opinion of the United States 
increased by 11 percent. Bolivian President Evo Morales congratulated 
Trump with some irony in his statement: ‘We hope to work against 
racism, machismo, and anti-immigration for the sovereignty of our 
people’.73 Similarly, the bad image of the United States among Bolivians 
increased by 15 percent as some probably felt the same way as Morales.

Trump’s  deportation plans do not concern only Mexico, but also 
other Central American countries. Currently, there are more than 
three million immigrants in the United States, mostly from El Sal-
vador, Guatemala but also from Costa Rica. Their deportation could 
destabilise the already bad security situation in Central America74,75. 
Even though a number of Central American countries worsened their 
opinion of the United States, this is not as significant a change as in 
Mexico. Nevertheless, Trump’s negative discourse on immigrants was 
addressed to them as well. Latin Americans regularly migrate to the 
United States for better living conditions or to seek protection from 
criminal gangs and armed groups operating in their countries. How-
ever, countries such as Guatemala and El Salvador are not explicitly 
mentioned in his speeches, unlike Mexico, which may only be the rea-
son for a slight worsening in the opinion of the respondents. Although 
many Latin American officials spoke out against Trump or in support 
of Mexico it did not have a significant effect on the respondents. Con-
cerns about the realisation of Trump’s plans were reflected in the Latin 
American and Caribbean leaders’ summit that was hosted by the Do-
minican Republic just a few days after Trump’s election. In his opening 
speech, President of the Dominican Republic Danilo Medina said ‘We 
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are worried by the growing discourse of protectionism and the clos-
ing of borders that is not limited to the economic sphere but which 
could also seriously affect our migrant populations’ in response to 
Trump’s slogan America First, which can be described as a hard-line 
approach of governing that represents a review of the trade pacts, de-
porting migrants and building the wall. Moreover, Ecuadorean Pres-
ident Rafael Correa added: ‘We have to protect ourselves from other 
things: the persecution of migrants’.76 However, it must be mentioned 
that Trump migrant separation policy and Central American migrant 
caravans of 2018 are not reflected in 2017 Latinobarómetro. Therefore, 
it is possible that the opinion worsened more amongst Central Amer-
ican countries.

Trump has criticised two more important Latin American coun-
tries. The first was Venezuela, which is an important trading partner 
because of oil. Trump condemned authoritarian President Nicolas 
Maduro during the campaign77. However, Venezuelan’s opinion of the 
United States only marginally worsened maybe due to the fact that 
Maduro’s  opponents welcomed such criticism. The second country 
that was very frequent in Trump’s discourse was Cuba. Unfortunately, 
this country is not included in this paper due to the absence of data. 
Latinobarómetro did not conduct a public opinion poll in that coun-
try. However, given its relevance, we mention Trump’s discourse. First, 
he criticised Obama’s administration. He argued that while he agreed 
to warm relations with Cuba, he would negotiate a much better deal. 
Subsequently, he suggested condemning this détente with Havana al-
together if Cuban officials would not allow much deeper political and 
religious freedom in the country. Fidel Castro’s death also confirmed 
the US hard line towards Cuba: ‘Fidel Castro’s legacy is one of the firing 
squads, theft, unimaginable suffering, poverty and the denial of fun-
damental human rights’, and ‘but all of the concessions that Barack 
Obama has granted the Castro regime were done with executive order, 
which means the next president can reverse them. And that is what 
I will do unless the Castro regime meets our demands’.78

Although individual country data are not available about Cuba, de-
terioration of relations was evident within the administration from 
the Cuban counteraction. Exactly the day after Trump’s election, Cuba 
responded demonstratively and announced a  five-day military exer-
cise to face ‘a range of actions by the enemy’79. His predecessor, Barack 
Obama, who achieved the Cuban détente, tried to minimise the dam-
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age after Trump’s election within his trip in Latin America. He stated: 
‘My main message to you ... is don’t just assume the worst’, during his 
question-and-answer session in Peru. He also said: ‘With respect to 
Latin America, I don’t anticipate major changes in policy from the new 
administration’.80

In general, the people of Latin America evaluate Donald Trump pret-
ty negatively in all countries. The respondents could evaluate Trump 
on the scale from 0 to 10. He is worst evaluated by Mexicans, which 
could explain the worsened opinion of the United States as a whole 
country. The Mexican mean is only 1.61. Trump is best rated by respon-
dents in Paraguay. However, the mean of this country is also only 4.08. 

Methodology
Data
We used data from Latinobarómetro that regularly conducts polls in 
Latin American countries (usually once a year). As part of our research, 
we used data from 2016 and 2017 that, as we explain in the following 
section, include key variables that are part of the models.

Dependent variable
The dependent variable is the public opinion81 amongst Latin American 
citizens as regards US foreign policy. The variable itself has four values. 
The respondent could reply that he had a very positive, positive, negative 
or very negative opinion of the United States. We decided to dichoto-
mise this variable, and we divided it into a positive and negative opinion. 
Although dichotomisation is often considered by many to be problem-
atic, criticism is particularly concerned when dichotomising continuous 
variables82,83,84,85,86. This is not the case with this research. Moreover, Lati-
nobarómetro proceeds in its final reports in the same way, and it adds up 
positive and negative opinions together87,88. Quiroga89 also, in a similar 
way based on Latinobarómetro data, dichotomises his dependent vari-
able. At the same time, the positive and negative opinions prevailed90 
over very positive and negative opinions, and for this reason it made 
sense to merge the variable into two categories. Such a dichotomised 
variable also had a  sufficiently high correlation91, demonstrating that 
this process did not result in a significant loss of information. The pros, 
especially in the form of a model that will enable logistic regression and 
simpler interpretation, therefore clearly outweighed the cons.
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Independent variables
The first independent variable is the year in which a public opinion poll 
was conducted. We coded 2017 as 1 and 2016 as 0. Barrack Obama’s term 
came to a close in 2016, while 2017 is Donald Trump’s first year in office. 
In 2017, the survey took place between June and August across Latin 
America92. Latin Americans did not only respond to the election result 
that certainly had some impact, but they judged at least half a year of 
Donald Trump’s presidency. In 2016, surveys were conducted before 
Trump’s victory between May and June93.

The other two independent variables are based on the theory of trust. 
The first concerns interpersonal trust in fellow citizens and has only 
two values. We coded the attitude94 that one can trust most people as 1, 
while if the respondent said caution is required, we coded it as 0. The 
second variable examines the political trust in the national institutions. 
There was a  total of three questions, classic Likert items, about par-
liament, national government and political parties. Some researchers 
criticise the use of individual Likert items95,96; some see it as nonprob-
lematic97, and those in the middle say that once we got the Likert scale, 
it is no longer problematic98. Similarly, we added up99 these three Likert 
items and got a scale from 3 to 12 that we considered being the ideal 
expression of political trust in the national institutions (government, 
parliament and political parties) arising from Latinobarómetro data. 

The other three variables relate to ideology and beliefs. Latino-
barómetro includes a question on the political spectrum. The respon-
dents assigned themselves on a scale from 0 (the most left-wing) to 10 
(the most right-wing), and we included this variable in this format. We 
dichotomised the other two variables. The first of them is whether de-
mocracy100 is the best system of government and the second question101 
is about the market economy. Respondents had the opportunity to an-
swer questions strongly agree, agree, disagree and strongly disagree. 
The reasons for the dichotomisation process are the same102 as for the 
dependent variable. Therefore, we coded a positive relationship to de-
mocracy as 1 and a positive relationship to a market economy as 1; we 
coded negative relationships as 0.

Control variables
We also used five control variables. These variables are based on liter-
ature and are a regular part of political science research with opinion  
polls103,104,105,106,107,108,109,110,111.
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For a gender variable, we coded women as 1. We did not modify the 
variable age in any way. Also, we did not modify the education variable 
that was based on the interviewers’ coding. They assigned the respon-
dent’s level of education to the 1-7 scale where 1 meant the respondent 
is illiterate and 7 meant that a  respondent completed higher educa-
tion112. The other two control variables relate to the respondent’s stan-
dard of living. The first is the evaluation of the interviewer who eval-
uated the socio-economic level of the respondent according to the 
type of housing, equipment and other factors. The scale was 1 for very 
good, and 5 was very poor. Researchers use similar scales in research 
with opinion poll data, either LAPOP or Latinobarómetro, and also 
use regression models113,114,115,116,117. Similar scales can be used in regres-
sion models (Norman, 2010). The respondents answered the second 
question118, and it concerned finance. Here again, we dichotomised the 
variable. We merged answers: ‘we have enough resources, and we can 
save’ with ‘we have enough, we have no problems’, which we encode 
as 1. We merged answers: ‘we do not have enough resources, and we 
have problems’ with ‘we have not enough resources and we have big 
problems’ that we coded as 0. The arguments for this process are the 
same119 as in previous cases. We considered these two variables ideal 
for inclusion in research for comparative value across Latin America. 
These variables are important to include because of the advanced level 
of globalisation and a high level of poverty in a number of Latin Amer-
ican countries. The wealthy population through openness and coop-
eration with such a large trading partner as the United States have the 
opportunity to profit. The poorer population have much less adapt-
ability and are more vulnerable to economic changes such as recession 
or stagnation. On the contrary, the rich are more resilient120,121.  We 
included also age. Scepticism grows with increasing age through expe-
rience122. The presence of the United States was counterproductive in 
many cases and countries of left-wing leaders, support for right-wing 
undemocratic regimes (Brazilian junta, the Somoza family in Nicara-
gua, etc.), promoting neoliberal reforms that have impacted on the 
low-income population. 

Model 
The dependent variable is dichotomous. Therefore, we used logistic 
regression, especially in terms of assignation to the political spectrum, 
relation to democracy and the market economy, we could assume cor-
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relations. Therefore, we proceeded with caution about multicollinear-
ity in modelling. We calculated the variance inflation factor (VIF), and 
it did not exceed 1.16123 in any independent or control variable in Model 
1, and no significant multicollinearity was found to prevent interpre-
tation of the results. In Model 1, which includes all Latin-American 
countries of Latinobarómetro from 2016 and 2017, we controlled the 
impact of individual countries by including dummy variables, and we 
used a fixed effects model. We did not use the hierarchical (multi-lev-
el) model because we investigated data at the individual level in our 
research. Moreover, hierarchical models are in some cases method-
ologically problematic, and some recommend using fixed effect mod-
els instead124. This is particularly the case when there are not enough 
cases for effective analysis at a higher level. For example, Kreft125, Hox126 
or Snijders and Bosker 127 suggest the 30/30 rule of thumb, that there 
are at least 30 cases per each level. Our research included 18 countries. 
Therefore, it would not meet these oft-cited conditions. To capture 
the different situation across Latin America, logistic regression was ap-
plied to each country separately, and the values   themselves are not pre-
sented to save space128, but the statistical significance of each variable 
in Table 3 is presented. Unfortunately, 35.2 percent of cases could not 
be included in the analysis because they were missing from the data 
set. In these cases, the respondent refused to answer or did not have an 
opinion about the asked question.

Table 2 shows the results of logistic regression with all countries 
included. One of the independent variables is the year 2017 when 
Trump became president. A respondent from 2016 is 43 percent more 
likely to have a positive opinion of the United States than a respondent 
from 2017, and this variable is statistically significant. Therefore, we 
support the first hypothesis. Other hypotheses are not linked to the 
impact of the change of presidents. They are focused on general fac-
tors that may have an impact on public opinion of the United States 
in Latin America. The first of them, the second hypothesis, consists of 
three sub-hypotheses. These include political ideology and opinions 
about the free market and democracy. All these variables are statis-
tically significant and in the expected direction. Therefore, all these 
sub-hypotheses are supported. A respondent is 10 percent more likely 
to have a positive opinion of the United States for each one point to the 
right on the left-right political spectrum. The scale is between 0 and 10 
points. The United States has long supported right-wing governments 
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in Latin America. Therefore, it is no surprise that left-leaning citizens 
have a worse opinion of the United States. A respondent that always 
considers democracy as a correct form of the government is 30 percent 
more likely to hold a positive opinion of the United States than a cit-
izen with the opposite view. The United States has presented itself as 

Table 2: Logistic regression – Opinion of the United States

Source: Authors’ calculations

Independent Variable Model 1

Dependent variable: Opinion of the United States

  B Exp(B)

Trump – 2017

-0.566*** 

 (0.033) 0.568

Trust in people

-0.032 

 (0.044) 0.968

Political trust

-0.020* 

 (0.008) 0.980

Left – right

0.097*** 

 (0.005) 1.102

Democracy

0.268*** 

 (0.038) 1.308

Free market

0.304*** 

 (0.036) 1.356

Socio-economic level

0.051* 

 (0.021) 1.052

Financial satisfaction

0.099** 

 (0.034) 1.104

Gender

-0.014 

 (0.032) 0.986

Age

-0.008*** 

 (0.001) 0.992

Education

0.026* 

 (0.011) 1.026

Constant

1.755*** 

 (0.181) 5.781

N 26171

Nagelkerke R2 0.139
Note: Standard errors in parentheses, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p <0 .001; dataset is 

weighted by WT provided by Latinobarómetro; country-dummies not reported, but in-

cluded in the fixed-effects model
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a leading country of the free world and long-time supporter of democ-
racy. Moreover, a respondent that considers a free market as the only 
way forward for developing countries is 35 percent more likely to hold 
a positive opinion of the United States than a citizen with the opposite 
opinion. The United States is known as a strongly capitalist country, 
and it has pushed neoliberal right-wing reforms in Latin America. 

The third hypothesis examines interpersonal trust. This variable 
is not statistically significant, and we reject this hypothesis. It seems 
that low interpersonal trust does not help us to explain the opinion of 
the United States. However, the fourth hypothesis includes political 
trust, and this variable is statistically significant and in the expected 
direction. Therefore, we accept this hypothesis. A respondent is 2 per-
cent more likely to have a  positive opinion of the United States for 
each one-point political trust on the scale of is between 3 and 12 points. 
It seems that trust in national political institutions (in this case the 
national government, parliament and parties) can predict the respon-
dent’s opinion of the United States. 

Table 2 also shows that all control variables except gender are sta-
tistically significant. The better off people are, they more likely they 
are to have a better opinion of the United States. It is probably because 
they consider themselves as ‘winners’ in the current system. They pos-
sibly welcome globalisation or the influence of the United States in 
their national economy because it allows them to have a good living 
standard. Therefore, they are in contrast to ‘losers’ that live in bad eco-
nomic conditions and have major financial problems. They can par-
tially blame the United States and its influence for their misfortune. 
Similarly, more educated respondents are more likely to have a  bet-
ter opinion of the United States. Educated people are generally more 
knowledgeable and have greater access to information, and they can 
compare living conditions in the United States to their own country. 
They are more likely to speak the English language and, therefore, ex-
perience greater cultural influence and are more likely to start their 
careers in the United States.

Table 3 shows logistic regression for each country separately. It is 
possible to see a pattern. The most variables are in the same direction 
across Latin America when they reach statistical significance. We can 
see a few interesting exceptions. First, gender is only significant in Co-
lombia. The men are 33 percent more likely to have a positive opinion 
of the United States than women. In particular, thanks to US finan-
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cial and military assistance, Colombia succeeded in weakening the 
largest drug cartels in the 1990s and the largest Colombian guerrilla 
movements FARC and ELN. Therefore, the United States may appear 
to be a great help for Colombian men, because arguably a lot of inno-
cent lives, especially Colombian soldiers and police officers, have been 
saved. Colombian women, however, do not seem to get help from the 
United States in the same way. 

Political trust is a  positively significant variable only in Bolivia 
and Venezuela. This variable is in other countries is in the oppo-
site direction or is not significant. This is probably because in these 
countries left-wing politics dominates the scene, and that has invig-
orated the rhetoric of anti-Americanism. Obviously, in this case, the 
respondent with low trust in national political institutions would 
favour the United States to their government, parliament and polit-
ical parties.

Table 3: Logistic regression - Country-by-country regression results

Source: Authors’ calculations

Dependent variable: The opinion of the United States

IV

Trump – 2017                                    

Trust in people                                    

Political trust                                    

Left – right                                    

Democracy                                    

Free market                                    

Soc.-econ. level                                    

Fin. satisfaction                                    

Gender                                    

Age                                    

Education                                    

Countries:

A
R

G

B
O

L

B
R

A

C
H

I

C
O

L

C
R

I

D
O

M

EC
U

ELS

G
U

A

H
O

N

M
EX

N
IC

PA
N

PA
R

PER

U
R

U

V
EN

ARG - Argentina, BOL - Bolivia, BRA - Brazil, CHI - Chile, COL - Colombia, CRI - Costa 

Rica, DOM - Dominican Republic, ECU - Ecuador, ELS - El Salvador, GUA - Guatemala, 

HON - Honduras, MEX - México, NIC - Nicaragua, PAN - Panamá, PAR - Paraguay, PER 

- Perú, URU - Uruguay, VEN - Venezuela

Coefficients p < 0.05   Positive, significant   Negative, significant
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Again, Venezuela is the only country where financial satisfaction is 
a negatively statistically significant variable. It is possible that people 
who do not have an income to cover their basic needs speak positively 
of the United States because they blame their socialist government for 
the economic failures. The left-wing government has used anti-Amer-
ican rhetoric. Therefore, they positively perceive the United States as 
a country that defies Maduro’s regime and urges it to provide the basic 
needs of the Venezuelan people. 

Conclusion
During President Trump’s  first year in office, the people of Lat-
in America had a  worse opinion of the United States than during 
Obama’s  term. However, this unfavourable image is not the same 
in all countries. Unsurprisingly, Mexico was a country where public 
opinion of the US was the worst in Latin America. However, some 
countries did not experience a significant drop in the opinion of the 
United States. This was the case of Central American countries as well 
as Colombia, which has been long a recipient of significant aid from 
the United States. However, Latin American people evaluate Donald 
Trump negatively, irrespective of their national countries. He was 
best rated on the scale from 0 to 10 in Paraguay with the mean of 
4.08, which is quite low.

Having included 18 Latin American countries in our fixed-effects 
model we found that respondents with a positive view about democra-
cy and the free market hold a more likely positive opinion of the United 
States. Moreover, the more right-wing the person, the more likely the 
positive opinion of the United States. Another independent variable, 
political trust in national political institutions, is significant in a pre-
diction about an opinion of the United States. The less trust a Latin 
American citizen has in national political institutions, the worse the 
opinion they have of the United States. However, this is not the case 
for Venezuela and Bolivia. Interpersonal trust is not statistically signifi-
cant in our model as much as our control variables. The financially sat-
isfied citizens have a better opinion of the United States than citizens 
that are not happy with their income. Also, more educated people have 
a better opinion of the United States. The gender is not a statistically 
significant variable except in the case of Colombia. 


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