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Abstract: With the rapid development of the digital economy, international trade models are undergoing profound
changes. Digital technology has reshaped traditional trade structures, driving the reorganization of global value chains and
the rise of intangible assets. This paper explores the new characteristics of international trade in the context of the digital
economy, including the transformation of trade structures driven by digitalization, the increasing importance of intangible
assets in trade, and the influence of digital ecosystems. The digital economy has made trade processes more convenient and
efficient, offering new globalization opportunities for emerging markets and small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs),
and promoting the growth of cross-border services and digital products. However, challenges remain, such as disparities
in digital infrastructure, conflicts between digital governance and cross-border data flows, and the diversity of digital
trade rules. This paper summarizes these opportunities and challenges and suggests future research directions to help

policymakers, businesses, and technology providers navigate the complex landscape brought about by the digital economy.
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1. Introduction

Driven by the rise of the digital economy, international trade models are undergoing significant changes. The
widespread application of digital technology has not only transformed traditional trade structures but has also
enhanced the importance of intangible assets and led to the reorganization of global value chains. Studying
the impact of the digital economy on international trade models is of great practical significance, as it reveals
new opportunities for emerging markets and SMEs in global trade, while also posing challenges related to data
governance and the coordination of trade rules. Understanding these changes is crucial for policymakers and
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businesses, enabling them to formulate effective strategies and policies to adapt to and lead the new landscape

of global trade in a rapidly evolving market environment.

2. New characteristics of international trade models in the digital economy

With the rapid development of the digital economy, international trade models are undergoing profound
changes. The widespread application of digital technology has reshaped traditional trade models, not only
driving the reorganization of global value chains but also enhancing the importance of intangible assets and
introducing new roles for digital ecosystems in trade.

2.1. Digitally-driven transformation of trade structures
Digital technology is significantly transforming global trade structures and models. First, data flow has become
one of the core elements of international trade. Traditional international trade mainly focused on the cross-
border flow of physical goods, but in the context of the digital economy, data as a new production factor and
trade commodity has taken on an increasingly important role in the global market. With the development of big
data, cloud computing, and artificial intelligence, companies can efficiently collect, analyze, and utilize global
market information, thereby optimizing cross-border trade decisions and business expansion. This technological
advancement has enabled data-driven decision-making, significantly enhancing companies’ competitiveness in
international markets.

Second, digitalization has made the automation and intelligence of international trade processes a reality.
The application of smart contracts and blockchain technology has improved transaction transparency and
security, reduced trade barriers and information asymmetry, lowered trade costs, and enhanced trade flexibility.
Digital technology has also driven new models of global supply chain management. Through real-time data
transmission and analysis, full-process optimization from production to sales has been realized, promoting the
restructuring of global value chains. Additionally, the rapid development of platform economies and e-commerce
has broken the boundaries of traditional trade models, allowing small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)
to enter global markets more easily, increasing market diversity and competitiveness. This digitally-driven
transformation of trade structures has made international trade models more flexible and diverse .
2.2. The rising importance of intangible assets in trade
In the context of the digital economy, the value of intangible assets is steadily rising, becoming a crucial
component of international trade. These intangible assets include intellectual property, data, and software, all
of which play key roles in digitalized international trade. First, the protection and trade of intellectual property
have become central issues in international trade. Globalization and advances in digital technology have
expanded the scope of intellectual property from traditional patents and copyrights to include data, algorithms,
and brand images. The international mobility of these intangible assets has made the protection of intellectual
property more stringent and complex in trade negotiations, with international organizations and countries
continuously adjusting trade agreements to address emerging intellectual property issues in the digital economy.

Second, data, as a new type of intangible asset, has gained significant importance in international trade.
Data not only supports business operations and decision-making but has also become a key trade commodity.
The flow of data has driven the rapid growth of digital products and services trade, increasing the liquidity and
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tradability of data assets. However, issues of data security and sovereignty have led countries to strengthen their
regulatory policies on cross-border data flows, further highlighting the importance of intangible assets in global
trade. At the same time, the digital economy has accelerated the transformation of traditional manufacturing
into a service-oriented economy, making intangible assets in areas such as financial services, professional

consulting, and digital content key drivers of international trade and economic growth.

2.3. The reshaping of trade models by digital ecosystems

The rapid development of the digital economy has facilitated the formation of global digital ecosystems,
profoundly influencing international trade models. Digital ecosystems, composed of digital platforms,
technology providers, data resources, and users, integrate multiple resources and capabilities to reshape various
aspects of international trade. First, digital ecosystems have strengthened the collaboration and integration of
trade. Digital platforms play a critical role in the collection, analysis, and distribution of trade information,
integrating participants such as manufacturers, logistics providers, and financial institutions to achieve seamless
connections in trade processes. This integration not only reduces transaction costs but also improves trade
efficiency, making international trade more efficient and convenient.

Second, digital ecosystems have promoted the visualization and traceability of trade processes. The
application of technologies such as the Internet of Things (IoT) and blockchain has enabled the full visualization
of goods flow, capital flow, and information flow in international trade, enhancing trade transparency and
security. This transparency effectively reduces fraud and credit risks, improving the trust environment for
cross-border transactions. Furthermore, digital ecosystems have facilitated the establishment of new trade
relationships. Platform companies, through digital technology, provide matchmaking services for buyers and
sellers, forming new trade ecosystems that improve resource allocation efficiency and create more opportunities
for SMEs worldwide to participate in international trade.

3. Opportunities for international trade brought by the digital economy

The rise of the digital economy has created unprecedented opportunities for international trade. By driving the
digitalization of trade processes, facilitating the globalization of emerging markets and small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs), and promoting the rapid growth of cross-border services and digital products, the digital
economy is redefining the global trade landscape and creating new business opportunities for various market

players.

3.1. The convenience and efficiency of trade process digitalization

The widespread application of digital technology has significantly enhanced the convenience and efficiency of
international trade processes. This transformation is reflected in multiple aspects, including process automation,
improved transparency, and enhanced market insight.

3.1.1. Automation and standardization of trade processes

Digital technology provides strong support for the automation and standardization of trade processes. In
traditional international trade, cumbersome document processing, and inefficient communication often resulted
in prolonged transaction times and increased costs. With the introduction of electronic documents, smart

contracts, and blockchain technology, the synchronization and automation of information flow, capital flow,
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and logistics have been realized, significantly improving transaction efficiency and reducing costs. These
technologies make the various stages of international trade more efficient and convenient, reducing manual

operations and the risk of errors.

3.1.2. Enhanced transparency and security

The application of blockchain technology has improved the transparency and security of transaction records.
Blockchain provides tamper-proof transaction records, enhancing the credibility and transparency of data, and
effectively reducing transaction risks caused by information asymmetry. Additionally, the upgrade of digital
cross-border payment systems has accelerated the flow of funds, reducing delays and transaction fees. These
improvements not only enhance transaction security but also optimize the efficiency of cross-border payments

and settlements.

3.1.3. Market insight and decision support

Artificial intelligence (Al) and big data analytics enable companies to more accurately target global markets and
customers. By predicting market trends and analyzing customer behavior, companies can quickly adjust their
production and sales strategies to optimize resource allocation. These technologies provide powerful market
insights and decision support, making trade operations not only simpler but also more intelligent, thereby
enhancing market competitiveness ..

3.2. New globalization opportunities for emerging markets and SMEs

The digital economy has created unprecedented globalization opportunities for emerging markets and SMEs. In
the traditional international trade landscape, companies participating in international trade often face high entry
barriers, including costly market development, complex legal regulations, and significant cultural and language
barriers. However, the development of digital platforms and e-commerce has broken down these barriers,
offering emerging markets and SMEs direct pathways to enter the global market.

3.2.1. The popularization of digital platforms and simplified market entry

The widespread use of digital platforms allows SMEs to directly engage in cross-border transactions. Global
e-commerce platforms like Alibaba, Amazon, and eBay have reduced reliance on traditional distribution
channels, enabling SMEs to reach global consumers directly. This new model significantly lowers market entry
costs, increases market transparency and competitiveness, and allows SMEs to quickly adapt to changing global

market demands, expanding their market reach.

3.2.2. The flattening and flexibility of global supply chains

The digital economy has facilitated the flattening and flexibility of global supply chains, creating more
opportunities for emerging market companies to integrate into international trade. Through digital platforms
and tools, companies in emerging markets can establish direct connections with global buyers and suppliers,
optimizing supply chain configurations. The process of disintermediation reduces the costs and uncertainties
associated with middlemen, allowing emerging market companies to respond more quickly to global market
demands, thereby enhancing competitiveness.
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3.2.3. Innovation in digital payment systems and optimization of cross-border transactions
Advancements in digital payment systems and cross-border payment platforms have made international
payments more convenient and efficient. Innovative solutions like mobile payments and digital currencies
have eliminated barriers related to currency conversion and clearing, enabling SMEs to smoothly conduct
international transactions. These technological advancements not only promote the globalization of SMEs but
also inject new vitality and diversity into the global market.

3.3. Rapid growth of cross-border services and digital products

The rapid development of the digital economy is driving significant growth in cross-border services and
digital products. Traditional international trade has primarily focused on tangible goods, but the rise of the
digital economy has made services and digital products increasingly important in international trade. Digital
technologies have revolutionized the way services are provided and expanded the scope of service trade
through remote communication and virtual platforms. Companies can offer services such as finance, education,
consulting, and software development globally, especially during the pandemic, when the widespread adoption
of remote work and online services further accelerated this trend, enhancing the flexibility and adaptability of
services to market demands. This transformation has positioned service trade as a key player in global economic
recovery.

Meanwhile, digital products like e-books, online courses, software applications, and digital content
have become new growth points in international trade due to their intangibility, low marginal costs, and high
replicability. The rapid dissemination of digital products has not only expanded market size but also promoted
the exchange of global culture and information. However, the globalization of digital content and services has
brought new challenges in intellectual property protection, data security, and privacy protection, which require
effective regulation within international rules and governance frameworks. Global digital platforms, such as
cloud computing, artificial intelligence, and big data analytics, have enhanced trade efficiency and transparency,
promoted international technology exchange and innovation cooperation, and provided new opportunities for

global trade, particularly for SMEs .

4. Challenges facing international trade in the digital economy

4.1. Differences in digital infrastructure and technological capabilities

The development of the digital economy is highly dependent on digital infrastructure and technological
capabilities. However, significant differences in digital infrastructure construction and technological capabilities
across countries greatly impact the fairness and efficiency of global trade. Developed countries usually possess
advanced digital infrastructure, including high-speed internet, cloud computing platforms, and data centers, which
enables them to dominate the global digital economy. In contrast, developing countries and emerging markets lag
in these areas, with significant digital divides limiting their ability to participate in international trade.

These disparities in infrastructure and technological capabilities not only lead to inequalities in global
trade but also exacerbate unfair competition in international markets. Countries and businesses with weaker
technological capabilities face higher entry barriers and technical challenges in the digital economy, restricting
their ability to expand international trade and grow their market share. Particularly in areas such as cross-border
e-commerce and digital services, a lack of technological capabilities makes it difficult for these countries and
businesses to compete effectively with technologically advanced market players.
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Additionally, the unbalanced development of digital infrastructure has raised concerns about cybersecurity
and data protection. The frequency and impact of cybersecurity incidents are closely related to the maturity of
digital infrastructure. Technological disparities may result in certain countries or businesses lacking the capacity
to defend against cyberattacks and data breaches, thereby undermining their credibility and trustworthiness in
global trade .

4.2. Conflicts between digital governance and cross-border data flows

With the rapid development of the digital economy, cross-border data flows have become a key issue in
international trade. However, the conflict between data flows and data sovereignty is becoming increasingly
prominent, posing challenges to the healthy development of the global digital economy. Differing policies on
data sovereignty and privacy protection across countries have made the legal and regulatory environment for
cross-border data flows more complex and uncertain.

First, many countries have implemented strict data protection regulations, such as the General Data Protection
Regulation (GDPR) in Europe and the Data Security Law in China, to safeguard data sovereignty and citizens’
privacy. These regulations impose stringent restrictions on cross-border data flows, requiring compliance with
specific standards. While these measures enhance data security and privacy protection, they can also act as barriers
to international data flows, affecting the global operations and market expansion of businesses.

Second, the governance framework for cross-border data flows remains incomplete, lacking unified
international standards and coordination mechanisms. There are significant differences in data governance
policies across countries and regions, leading to a highly fragmented legal environment for international data
transmission. This not only increases compliance costs for businesses but also risks destabilizing the global
data governance system, which could, in turn, disrupt the smooth functioning of the global digital economy and
international trade.

Lastly, there is a tension between data flow governance and the need for digital economy innovation.
While strict data protection measures are essential for safeguarding user privacy and data security, they may
also limit the free flow and use of data, thereby hindering innovation and technological development. Finding
a balance between data security and innovation needs is a critical issue in the governance of the international

digital economy "',

4.3. The diversity of digital trade rules and coordination challenges

4.3.1. the diversity of digital trade rules and rule conflicts

The diversity of digital trade rules has led to conflicts and inconsistencies in international trade regulations.
Countries differ significantly in their definitions, regulatory scope, and compliance requirements for digital
trade. For instance, some countries have stringent copyright protection for digital content, while others adopt
a more relaxed approach to intellectual property rights. These inconsistencies increase the complexity and
uncertainty of cross-border transactions, hindering the circulation and market access of global digital products.
Businesses face challenges in complying with regulations across different jurisdictions, which not only
increases operating costs but also affects fair competition in global markets.

4.3.2. Limitations of regional and bilateral agreements
Current digital trade rules are mainly governed by regional or bilateral agreements, but these agreements often
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fail to cover all digital trade activities on a global scale. While regional agreements address issues within
specific areas, they lack a unified regulatory framework for global digital trade. This limitation makes policy
coordination particularly challenging, underscoring the need for the establishment of effective global digital
trade rules within the multilateral trade system. International organizations and policymakers are tasked with
finding a balance between different interests and the need to achieve global coordination and consistency in

digital trade rules.

4.3.3. Flexibility and fairness in rule-making

The formulation and implementation of digital trade rules must take into account technological advancements,
market demands, and national interests. As digital technologies evolve rapidly and market environments
change quickly, rule-makers need to continuously adjust and update policies to address emerging challenges
and opportunities. Ensuring both the flexibility and fairness of rules is a key issue in establishing global digital
trade regulations. Rules need to promote innovation while maintaining fair competition in the market, providing

stable policy support for the development of the global digital economy .

5. Conclusion

This paper provides an in-depth analysis of the impact of the digital economy on international trade models,
summarizing key characteristics such as the digitally-driven transformation of trade structures, the rise of
intangible assets, and the reshaping of digital ecosystems. The digital economy has brought new opportunities
for the convenience and efficiency of international trade, while also presenting challenges related to disparities
in technological capabilities, data flow governance, and rule coordination. Future research should focus on
how to facilitate data flow while ensuring data security and privacy, how to bridge the digital divide to enhance
fairness in global trade, and how to coordinate and unify digital trade rules on a global scale. Only through
continuous policy innovation and international cooperation can these challenges be effectively addressed,
leading to the sustainable development of international trade in the digital economy.
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