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® Abstract

This paper explores the evolving dynamics of global trade in the 21st century. The main drivers
include the rise of digital trade, geopolitical shifts, the increasing importance of services, regional trade
blocs, and sustainability concerns. Using recent empirical data (2023-2025) from international agencies
(WTO, UNCTAD), the study analyses how trade volumes, services vs goods trade, digitally deliverable
services, and trade digitalization are reshaping the world trade order. The paper also discusses challenges
(protectionism, inequality, institutional strain), opportunities (growth in digital trade, role of developing
economies), and policy recommendations.

® Keywords

Global trade order, digital trade, services exports, trade volume, developing economies, WTO, regional
trade, trade policy.

® Introduction

Global trade has long been a driving force of economic growth and cooperation among nations,
with the post-war system under GATT and later the WTO providing a stable, rules-based framework.
However, in the 21st century, this established order is experiencing profound transformation due to
multiple global forces. Geopolitical tensions, trade wars, and rising protectionism are challenging the
liberal trade model that once dominated world commerce. Simultaneously, digitalization and e-
commerce are revolutionizing how trade takes place across borders, while services, especially digitally
deliverable ones, are expanding at a faster pace than traditional goods trade. The growth of regional
trade agreements such as RCEP and AfCFTA reflects the rise of multipolar trade governance.
Moreover, sustainability and green trade practices are increasingly shaping trade policies and
international regulations. For developing economies, these changes bring both significant
opportunities for integration into global value chains and challenges of adaptation. Against this
backdrop, the emerging world trade order is not just altering the flow of goods and services but also
redefining the principles of global commerce. This paper seeks to explore these transformative forces
and analyse how they are shaping global trade in the 21st century.

® Obijectives of the study

1. To analyse the key drivers of change in the global trade order, including geopolitics, digitalization,
regional trade agreements, and sustainability policies.

2. To study statistical trends in global trade flows, with a focus on the growth of services trade and
digitally deliverable services in comparison to goods trade.
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3. To evaluate the opportunities and challenges that the emerging trade order presents for both
developed and developing economies.

4. To suggest policy recommendations that can help nations and institutions adapt to the evolving

world trade system in the 21st century.
® Review of Literature

1. Baldwin, R. (2019). The Globotics Upheaval: Globalization, Robotics, and the Future of Work.

Baldwin explains that the 21st-century world trade order is increasingly shaped by digital
technologies, automation, and robotics. He argues that globalization is no longer limited to the
movement of goods and services but is now interconnected with digital flows and artificial
intelligence. The book highlights how digital platforms lower costs and make international
commerce more inclusive for small players. At the same time, he warns about the displacement of
jobs and rising inequalities in both developed and developing nations. Baldwin predicts that global
trade will be dominated by digitally deliverable services in the coming decades. His work stresses
the need for countries to invest in human capital and digital infrastructure to remain competitive.
By analyzing the changing composition of trade, Baldwin sets the stage for understanding the new
world trade order. This perspective provides valuable insights into the opportunities and challenges
for policy makers. His research forms a strong foundation for examining how technology is
transforming global commerce in the 21st century.

2. World Trade Organization (2023). World Trade Report.

The WTO’s 2023 report highlights structural changes in global trade, with services and
digital trade outpacing merchandise growth. It notes that services accounted for nearly 27% of
world trade by 2022, with cross-border e-commerce expanding rapidly. The report emphasizes the
increasing significance of global value chains and their adaptation to geopolitical risks, such as the
Russia-Ukraine conflict. It also points out that supply chain resilience has become a key focus for
businesses, shifting strategies from “just-in-time” to “just-in-case.” Moreover, the report examines
the challenges posed by protectionist policies and weakening multilateral cooperation. Climate
change and sustainability are identified as additional forces influencing the future of trade. The
WTO argues that a reformed multilateral system is crucial for governing new trade realities. Its
analysis reflects a comprehensive view of both opportunities and vulnerabilities in the emerging
order. This makes the report an essential reference for scholars and policymakers studying global
commerce trends.

3. UNCTAD (2024). Global Trade Update.

According to UNCTAD’s 2024 update, developing economies are playing an increasingly
central role in global commerce. It highlights that digitally deliverable services exports from
developing countries surpassed US$1 trillion for the first time in 2023. The report stresses that
digitalization, green trade, and regional integration are reshaping trade flows. UNCTAD observes a
stronger South—South trade pattern, particularly between Asia, Africa, and Latin America. It
further emphasizes that sustainable trade policies, including renewable energy exports, will define
competitiveness in the coming years. The study warns, however, that global inequality in digital
infrastructure could widen the trade gap between advanced and least-developed countries. It also
underlines that foreign direct investment (FDI) is increasingly flowing toward knowledge-based
industries. The report concludes that inclusive digital policies are essential to ensure that
globalization benefits all. This literature is significant as it underscores the balance between
opportunities and risks for emerging economies.
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4. Rodrik, D. (2018). Populism and the Economics of Globalization.

Rodrik provides a critical perspective on the future of global trade, focusing on the tensions
between globalization and domestic political realities. He argues that rising populism and
protectionist policies are reshaping trade governance worldwide. His research identifies the
weakening of institutions like the WTO as a major risk to the stability of international commerce.
Rodrik suggests that globalization must be restructured to be more inclusive, ensuring that
domestic economic concerns are addressed. He also highlights the dangers of unilateralism and
trade wars, which fragment the international system. The paper emphasizes the need for regional
trade agreements and flexible governance mechanisms. Moreover, Rodrik calls for a rethinking of
global trade rules to accommodate social and environmental sustainability. His work provides a
political economy lens to understand the challenges of the emerging world trade order. This
perspective complements economic analyses by stressing the importance of governance and
legitimacy.

® Research Methodology

The present study is based exclusively on secondary data sources with the objective of analyzing
the emerging world trade order and its implications for global commerce in the 21st century. The
methodology adopted is descriptive and analytical in nature.

1. Nature of the Study

This research is qualitative and descriptive, supplemented with quantitative insights derived
from published statistics. The study seeks to examine trends, patterns, and policy shifts in
international trade using historical and modern data.

2. Data Sources
The study relies entirely on secondary sources of information. Major sources include:

Official publications of international organizations such as the World Trade Organization
(WTO), United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), International
Monetary Fund (IMF), and the World Bank. Annual trade reports, statistical handbooks, and global
trade outlooks from institutions like the OECD and World Economic Forum (WEF). Scholarly
books, peer-reviewed journal articles, and working papers focusing on globalization, trade
governance, and digital commerce. Reputed online databases, research portals, and economic
surveys providing historical trade statistics.

1. Data Collection Method

Secondary data has been collected through review of published research papers and books
on international trade. Analysis of trade statistics, including exports, imports, services trade, and
digitally deliverable services from 2000 onwards. Policy documents and trade agreements issued
by international and regional organizations. News articles and economic reports to capture recent
developments and geopolitical events impacting trade.

3. Data Analysis Tools and Techniques

Trend analysis of world trade flows (goods vs. services, developed vs. developing
economies). Comparative analysis of trade statistics across regions and economic blocs (e.g.,
WTO, RCEP, EU, AfCFTA). Content analysis of scholarly work, highlighting key themes such as
digital trade, protectionism, sustainability, and multipolarity. Descriptive statistics (percentages,
growth rates, ratios) derived from published reports to identify emerging patterns.
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Table No.1

Year Indicator Value / Trend

2024 Total world trade (goods + commercial | US$ 32.2 trillion; 1 4%
services) growth

2024 Goods trade growth 1 2% in 2024

2024 Services trade growth 1 10% in 2024

2024 Share of services in world trade 27.2% (highest since 2005)
Total world trade (goods + services) .

2023 . 1 2% (from previous year)
decline

2023 Goods trade decline 1 5% in 2023

2023 Services trade increase 1 9% in 2023

2023 Exports of dlgltally_dellverable services US$ 3.372 billion
(developed economies)

2023 Exports (_)f digitally Qellverable services US$ 1,090 billion
(developing economies)

2023 Growth in dlgltal_ly dellverab.le services + 9%
exports (developing economies)

- . .. | ~56% globally; ~20% for
2023 iﬁg:i::vféglstzty(izwerabIe servicesin Least Developed Countries
P (LDCs)

Source- WTO World Trade Statistics

Data Analysis
1. Services are growing faster than goods.
In 2023, while goods trade declined by about 5%, services trade increased by approximately 9%.
This indicates a structural shift in global trade composition.
2. Steady recovery and growth in 2024.
After the contraction in 2023, total trade in goods + services grew by 4% in 2024. Services
continued to grow robustly at ~10%, pulling up overall trade growth. Goods also showed modest
recovery (2%).
3. Digitally deliverable services are a key growth engine.
Developed economies still provide the bulk of digitally deliverable services exports (~US$ 3,372
billion in 2023), but developing economies are growing strongly in this domain (~US$ 1,090
billion). The developing economies’ exports in this category grew 9% in 2023.
4. Unequal distribution of gains especially for LDCs.
While globally digitally deliverable services make up about 56% of all services exports, Least
Developed Countries contribute only about 0.19-0.20% of global digitally deliverable services
exports. Between 2015 and 2023, their value increased but their relative share fell.
5. Implications for trade policy and strategy.
» Countries that invest in digital trade infrastructure, skills, and regulation are likely to
benefit more.
» Regions or countries lagging in digital readiness may become relatively marginalized.
» Policies must address inequality: e.g. special support for least developed countries to build
capacity in digitally deliverable services.
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» Also, trade agreements and the WTO must adapt rules to better cover digital trade,
including definitions, measurement, and facilitation.

Opportunities

1.

Growth of Services and Digital Trade — With services trade rising 10% in 2024 and digitally
deliverable services crossing US$1 trillion for developing economies, there is huge potential for
economies to tap digital platforms, IT-enabled services, and e-commerce.

Regional Trade Integration — Initiatives like RCEP in Asia and AfCFTA in Africa are reshaping
trade geography, reducing dependence on traditional hubs and strengthening South—South
linkages.

Sustainability and Green Trade — Demand for renewable energy, green technologies, and
environmentally friendly products is creating new competitive advantages.

Opportunities for Developing Economies — Countries investing in digital infrastructure and skills
development can climb up global value chains and diversify beyond traditional goods exports.
Resilient Supply Chains — A shift from “just-in-time” to “just-in-case” models creates
opportunities for new logistics hubs and regional production networks.

Challenges

1.

Protection and Trade Wars — Rising tariffs, non-tariff barriers, and geopolitical tensions (e.g.,
US—China trade conflict, Russia—Ukraine war) undermine multilateralism and free trade.

Digital Divide — Least Developed Countries (LDCs) contribute only ~0.2% of global digitally
deliverable services exports, highlighting severe inequality in trade benefits.

Weakening of Multilateral Institutions — The WTO’s dispute settlement mechanism has been
under strain, reducing trust in global trade governance.

Volatile Global Demand — Pandemic recovery shocks, inflationary pressures, and currency
fluctuations make trade growth uncertain.

Sustainability Pressures — While green trade is an opportunity, adapting industries to meet carbon
standards and environmental requirements poses high adjustment costs.

Recommendations

1.

Strengthen Digital Infrastructure — Developing economies must prioritize digital connectivity,
skills training, and cybersecurity to expand their share in digitally deliverable services.

Promote Inclusive Globalization — Trade rules should be restructured to ensure fair participation
of LDCs, with targeted support in capacity building and financing.

Reform WTO and Multilateral Frameworks — Strengthen dispute settlement mechanisms and
expand global trade rules to cover e-commerce, digital trade, and sustainability.

Encourage Regional Trade Blocs — Governments should deepen regional integration to reduce
vulnerability to global shocks and diversify export markets.

Adopt Green Trade Policies — Incentivize industries to comply with global environmental
standards and support investments in renewable and sustainable production.

Conclusion

The emerging world trade order of the 21st century reflects a decisive structural shift—from
goods-dominated flows to a system increasingly driven by services, digital platforms, and
sustainability imperatives. WTO and UNCTAD statistics clearly highlight that services trade,
particularly digitally deliverable services, has become the most dynamic segment of international
commerce. While developed economies remain leaders, developing countries are rapidly
expanding their presence, surpassing the US$1 trillion mark in digital exports. However,
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challenges such as protectionism, institutional strain, and the widening digital divide risk creating
fragmentation in global trade. To fully harness the opportunities of this transformation, countries
must adopt policies that combine digital innovation, sustainability, and inclusive governance. The
future of global commerce will be determined not only by technology and markets but also by the
ability of nations and institutions to adapt, cooperate, and ensure that globalization becomes more
resilient, equitable, and sustainable.
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