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Abstract. Currently, the international landscape is complex and volatile, with
forces of globalization and counter-globalization growing and declining. The in-
ternational economic and trade environment faces a reshuffle. This study aims to
analyze research trends in international trade, explore current hot issues, identify
trends, and better serve global economic and trade cooperation and development.
International trade is a key driving force for global economic growth, optimizing
global resource allocation, and promoting technological exchange and dissemi-
nation. It also has a significant impact on industrial upgrading, employment
growth, and sustainable development across countries. Therefore, a quantitative
analysis method was chosen, using CiteSpace literature visualization analysis
software to conduct a visualization analysis of Web of Science (WOS) literature
data from 2015 to 2025. The conclusion is as follows: Keyword cluster analysis
reveals significant differentiation in international trade research. High-frequency
clusters, such as FDI inflows, trade facilitation, and economic theory, reflect the
continued focus of research on core issues of globalization. Low-frequency clus-
ters, such as trade barriers, blockchain, and intellectual property rights, indicate
a lack of attention to emerging areas. A temporal trend analysis reveals that in-
ternational trade research underwent three transformations between 2015 and
2025: from efficiency to security (2015-2017), from deductive reasoning to em-
pirical testing (2017-2019), and from single-dimensional expansion to systemic
integration (2019-2021). Based on the analysis, the future development of inter-
national trade and economics requires interdepartmental collaboration and a
multi-pronged approach to forge a new path for more inclusive and resilient trade
and economics.
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1 Introduction

China is currently embarking on a “new productivity” initiative, emphasizing high-
quality opening up, strengthening international cooperation, and fostering global con-
nectivity, technology diffusion, and industrial upgrading through international trade
and economic integration. However, in recent years, global trade protectionism has
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taken hold, with the US and Europe intensifying tariffs and blockades against China,
restructuring global supply chains, and a clear trend toward fragmentation in interna-
tional trade rules. Traditional trade has been impacted, and new trade models such as
digital and green ones are developing unevenly, forcing developing countries to the
bottom of the international division of labor. To accurately grasp new trends in inter-
national trade and economic development, this article, drawing on literature and trade
data, examines global trade developments, reveals new approaches to international
trade under the new circumstances, and provides a basis for support and decision-mak-
ing in building a new high-level economic system in China.

Most existing studies focus on one aspect of digital technology or policy adjust-
ments, while ignoring the structural impact of trade agreements or institutional changes
on the international economic and trade system as a whole. Xie (2025) believes that the
new generation of trade agreements, through the gradual transformation of soft law-
like government data openness clauses, will form an international cooperation para-
digm based on open data, which is suitable for China’s digital trade governance model
to explore and emulate ' Fan (2023) believes that digital technology has a fundamental
impact on trade theory, and his research lays the foundation for understanding the
changes in digital trade rules 2 Yu (2022) believes that the development of cross-bor-
der e-commerce is affected by the three-dimensional factors of brand value, supply
chain flexibility and cooperation mechanism Bl Feng (2023) believes that the third-
party dispute settlement mechanism is nestled between rules and sovereignty, achieving
a dynamic balance, which is conducive to the construction of the “Belt and Road “dis-
pute settlement mechanism ® Dong (2018) believes that the US “zero tariff” reflects
its power logic of seeking hegemony, has a distinct hegemonic color, and should be
vigilant B Pan Cheng (2018) believes that technical trade measures have become the
main tool for maintaining competitive advantages in the value chain, bringing inspira-
tion to China’s industrial upgrading [°* Zhang and Xu (2016) believe that domestic reg-
ulatory and supervisory models tend to converge, and the participation of developing
countries in rule-making is of strategic significance [ Most existing literature has a
large problem of interdisciplinary duplication, and the research boundaries of digital
trade, cross-border e-commerce, etc. are vague, resulting in fragmented theoretical con-
struction that is difficult to break through the existing international economic and trade
theoretical framework. Secondly, the empirical analysis paradigm is dominant, and the
macro-policy research is decoupled from the micro-enterprise behavior, lacking the
analysis of the transmission mechanism at the meso-level.

Therefore, to better clarify the development relations, development trends and future
research directions of international trade and economy, this study will use CiteSpace to
conduct literature visualization analysis, systematically examine the movement trajec-
tory of digital technology diffusion, institutional changes and market player behavior
related to international trade and economy, break through the static analysis paradigm
of existing research, and provide new perspectives and future directions for interna-
tional trade and economy governance in the digital economy era.
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2 Analysis Methods and Data Sources

2.1 Research Methods

This paper uses quantitative analysis methods, drawing on the substantive research of
quantitative research by Wang and Liu (2008), to systematically examine the unique
advantages of this method compared to qualitative analysis [ The empirical character-
istics of quantitative analysis methods are reflected in their empirical characteristics,
that is, the analysis of research data using mathematical models and statistical analysis
methods. Each analysis step is testable and can be subject to logical reasoning and em-
pirical data testing. This is the phenomenological characteristic that distinguishes quan-
titative methods from qualitative research. Moreover, quantitative analysis uses little or
no language, which can avoid the ambiguity and ambiguity of language. In addition,
the results of quantitative analysis are objective. Under the conditions of the same data
input and the same method, different subjects conduct analysis and the results obtained
are the same, without the need for human judgment and selection, thus eliminating the
influence of subjective factors. To systematically analyze the field of international eco-
nomic and trade research, this study selected the knowledge graph analysis software
CiteSpace 6.4.R1. This software is a knowledge discovery software based on citation
data developed by Professor Chen Chaomei of Drexel University in the United States.
Its main modules include: 1. Constructing a disciplinary knowledge network map based
on co- citation and co-word analysis; 2. Algorithm-based discovery of hot topics and
issues within a field; and 3. Exploring disciplinary development paths using time series.
Its significance in this study lies in its use of visualization to intuitively display the
intellectual context and development of international economic and trade research,
while also improving analytical efficiency by analyzing large-scale literature data
through big data analysis techniques. Finally, relying on the objectivity of computer
algorithms, it eliminates the influence of subjective factors in human analysis and en-
sures the scientific nature of the analytical results.

2.2 Data Sources and Data Analysis Process

Data Source and Analysis Methods: The data source for this article is the Web of Sci-
ence (WOS) Core Collection database. A search was conducted using the keyword “In-
ternational Economics and Trade,” limiting the “Topic” field to keywords to encompass
relevant research literature in the field of international economics and trade. The
timeframe was 2015 to 2025, reflecting the research trends of the past decade. Based
on the initial search results (over 2,000 articles), the document type was further re-
stricted to “Article,” and the fields were restricted to economics, sustainability science,
political science, and other fields, resulting in 635 core articles. During the literature
analysis, selected articles were exported in plain text format, primarily containing in-
formation such as author, title, source, and abstract. This information was used for sub-
sequent bibliometric analyses, including trend analysis, hotspot analysis, and scholar
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analysis. Through rigorous screening within the WOS database, the scientific and rig-
orous nature of the data source was ensured, laying the foundation for the subsequent
analysis.

3 Analysis of International Economic and Trade Trends

This article uses the CiteSpace document visualization analysis tool, based on the in-
ternational economic and trade literature data from the WOS core collection from 2015
to 2025, and adopts keyword co-occurrence network analysis and time slicing method
to systematically analyze the evolution trajectory of research hotspots in the field of
international economic and trade and its cutting-edge trends. It finds that the existing
literature mainly revolves around three major areas: global value chain reconstruction,
digital trade rules, and green trade barriers (Figures 1 and 2).

3.1  Cluster Analysis of International Economics and Trade Keywords

CiteSpace conducted a keyword cluster analysis of 635 core articles, resulting in 10
broad categories: FDI inflow (#0), trade facilitation (#1), economic theory (#2), inter-
national relations (#3), G7 countries (#4), food controversy (#5), political economy
(#6), transmission-related technologies (#7), rare earth industry (#8), and deploying
machines (#9). International trade generally focuses on the economic sector. Clusters
#0-#9 indicate research hotspots within this field, with trade facilitation and interna-
tional relations being key areas of focus for trade researchers.

Among the clusters, the themes with the most subsets are FDI inflow (#0), trade
facilitation (#1), economic theory (#2), international relations (#3), G7 countries (#4),
and food controversy (#5), totaling six categories. These clusters are primarily driven
by policy, international trends, market development needs, and economic and trade
concerns.

From a policy perspective, with the adjustment of the global economic governance
system, the FDI policies of major countries, especially the G7 countries (#4), and the
efforts of emerging market countries to attract foreign investment, as well as the estab-
lishment of review mechanisms by developed countries to protect national security,
have driven the continued high fever of FDI inflow (#0) and trade facilitation (#1).
Chen Weiguang (2025) believes that although anti-globalization has impacted the
global governance system, the rise of the “Global South” will promote multipolariza-
tion and governance system reform > The “Global South” is an important rising body,
including developing countries such as China.

From the perspective of international trends, the current international trade field has
three characteristics. (1) Trade facilitation (#1) Process. Trade facilitation is one of the
important topics of the WTO multilateral trade negotiations and an important measure
for countries to cope with the global epidemic and supply chain pressure. For example,
trade facilitation policies in the post-epidemic period (customs clearance procedures,
removal of barriers, etc.) have provided fresh materials for academic research in related
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fields. (2) Economic theory (#2) After the 2008 financial crisis, many economic theo-
ries have been given new contemporary connotations. For example, development eco-
nomics is used to explain emerging phenomena such as the digital economy and the
new international division of labor. (3) International relations (#3) The impact on eco-
nomic and trade activities is becoming more and more obvious. For example, after the
COVID-19 epidemic, geopolitical frictions have had a certain impact on international
trade and economy, such as the Sino-US trade friction and the Russia-Ukraine conflict.
Political conflicts or geopolitical competition have a significant impact on cross-border
trade, investment and other activities. In the future, more attention should be paid to
security issues in related fields. For example, the field of international relations is also
a hot topic and focus of related papers in the field of international trade and economy.
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Fig. 1. Clustering (co-occurrence) analysis of international economic and trade keywords.

From the perspective of market development needs, Liang (2023) believes that the
rise of emerging economies has shifted the center of global power from the Atlantic to
the Pacific, and ASEAN has become a strategic intersection of major powers. Problems
such as the intervention of extraterritorial forces and internal governance defects have
made China-ASEAN cooperation face risks and challenges "% This also reflects the
importance of international relations (#3). The reason why the food controversy (#5)
has become a research boom is that mankind is facing a complex food security chal-
lenge. Wu and Liu (2020) pointed out that agricultural scale management policies them-
selves have high efficiency, but their implementation will also face realistic constraints
such as economies of scale ['') This means that while promoting agricultural moderni-
zation, we should also solve the problem of balancing the interests of small farmers.
There are complex interactions between climate change, agricultural production meth-
ods, regional conflicts, energy policies and food security. The combination of these
clusters shows that international economic and trade research pays great attention to the
balance between efficiency and security, growth and fairness, and national interests and
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global governance under the joint impact of technological change and geopolitical tur-
moil.

Within the overall cluster, the categories with relatively few subsets are political
economy (#6), transmission-related technologies (#7), rare earth industry (#8), and de-
ploying machines (#9). This is primarily due to the slower development of the research
topics covered and their low international attention. Furthermore, some areas within
this category are highly interdisciplinary. Another important factor is that many of the
issues within this category are not currently at the forefront of the international eco-
nomic and trade agenda and lack broad societal attention. For example, the rare earth
industry (#8) is a strategic resource of great importance, but its industrial chain is highly
concentrated and subject to significant geopolitical influences. Therefore, research on
this topic is often focused on a specific country or region, making it difficult to engage
in global discussion. Political economy (#6) addresses the underlying mechanisms of
economic and trade policy, but this type of research is heavily theoretical and lacks
empirical support, making it difficult to gain attention within the current focus on ap-
plication-oriented international economic and trade research. Emerging areas such as
transmission-related technologies (#7) and the rare earth industry (#8) have no fixed
academic research paradigm due to rapid technological advancements and an immature
industrial ecosystem. Furthermore, their high interdisciplinary nature has led to re-
search results being scattered across different disciplinary databases, making them in-
accessible to mainstream international trade and economic literature.

3.2 Analysis of the Time Dimension of International Trade
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Fig. 2. Analysis of time trends in international trade.

A refined analysis of individual clusters reveals that the research trend on FDI inflow
(#0) from 2016 to 2023 is a shift from a single theoretical framework to a multi-theo-
retical, multi-dimensional, and dynamic analysis. Initially, analysis focused on the basic
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concept of “foreign direct investment” and the static locational factors of the “gravity
model.” Later, research has increasingly emphasized the dynamic adjustments of “com-
parative advantage,” the role of the “important role” institutional environment, and the
multi-dimensional linkage effects of “international markets.” Three factors have driven
this evolution of the FDI inflow (#0) analytical framework. First, the restructuring of
the global value chain has prompted scholars to move beyond the geographical distance
explanation of the “gravity model” and explore the impact of the comparative ad-
vantage of upgraded host country factor endowments on FDI quality. Second, in the
context of deglobalization, the importance of national strategy as a moderating variable
in investment security reviews and industrial policies has gained traction. Third, the
rise of digital trade has shifted the competitive landscape of international markets from
geographical space to digital ecosystems, further driving changes in FDI decision-mak-
ing structures.

Trade facilitation (#1) Between 2015 and 2023-2025, the focus of trade facilitation
research shifted from focusing on trade efficiency at the border to economic synergy
across the entire supply chain: Early research focused on the impact of free trade and
exchange rates, while later research shifted to deeper integration into global value
chains (GVCs), the promotion of gross domestic product (GDP) growth in various
economies, and the mutual promotion of foreign investment and trade facilitation. The
above shift in research focus was driven by three aspects: (1) The fragmentation of
global supply chains has driven trade facilitation research to shift from border measures
to supply chain resilience; (2) After the COVID-19 pandemic, countries have paid more
attention to the role of trade facilitation in boosting GDP (especially in developing
countries); (3) Intensified geopolitical competition has led to a focus on the synergy
between foreign investment and trade policies, such as how investment facilitation
clauses in regional free trade agreements (such as RCEP) can promote a better trade
environment.

Economic theory (#2) is the research theme for 2020-2023. It is an adaptive theory
that adapts to new global challenges, drawing on time-tested trade theories. While pre-
viously based on established trade theories such as free trade and exchange rates, recent
research has focused on the resilient reconstruction of global value chains (GVCs), the
inclusive growth of gross domestic product (GDP), and the new deglobalization pat-
terns of foreign investment. This shift is likely driven by the following factors: First,
the COVID-19 pandemic has posed challenges to the security of global value chains
(GVCs), prompting academics to rethink the existing theory of comparative advantage
and explore its new applicability within the context of supply chain security. Second,
the sluggish global economic recovery has shifted the focus of GDP research from pur-
suing scale to emphasizing the resilience and inclusiveness of GDP growth. Third, the
intensification of geopolitical conflicts and diverging global monetary policies, such as
the US dollar’s interest rate hike cycle, have objectively complicated the interaction
between exchange rates and foreign investment, driving international economic theory
toward multidimensional dynamic models.

International relations (#3) refer to the shift in research on international relations
between 2018 and 2020-2023, which saw a shift from empirical evidence to the long
run and then to trade agreements. Early articles largely relied on empirical evidence to
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confirm or disprove established international relations theories. However, articles after
2020 have begun to emphasize the geopolitical dimension of the long run, trade agree-
ments, and systemic risk in the world economy. Three factors are driving this shift:
First, black swan events such as a hard Brexit and trade wars have rendered empirical
evidence incapable of explaining major structural changes. Second, the mainstream fo-
cus on international relations, such as trade agreements like the RCEP, has finally
shifted away from economic integration and begun to focus on the geopolitical dimen-
sion of trade agreements, reflecting their political and economic dimensions. Third, the
disruption of global supply chains caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and the energy
crisis has prompted international relations research to reconsider the fragility and resil-
ience of interdependence among countries at the level of the world economy. Third, the
global supply chain shocks caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and the energy crisis
have prompted scholars to re-examine the fragility and resilience of interdependence
among countries at the world economy level, prompting a paradigm shift in political
economy theory against the backdrop of increasing uncertainty.

The research focus of G7 countries (#4) during the period of 2018-2023 has shifted
from focusing on the single driver of economic growth to focusing on the multi-factor
study of sustainable development. For a long time, the early research of G7 countries
focused on the existing drivers of economic growth, but later on, they shifted signifi-
cantly to climate change governance, carbon emissions setting and CO2 emissions ei-
mation, and emphasized their important implications for coordinated action. This shift is
due to three factors: (1) After the implementation of the Paris Agreement, the details of
the Paris Agreement were finalized, and the G7 countries transformed their national
climate commitments into domestic policies, which aroused the academic community’s
attention to the study of carbon emissions in developed economies; (2) After the epi-
demic, the green recovery strategies of various G7 countries put forward new require-
ments for economic growth research, and environmental constraints were gradually
embedded in the study of economic growth, promoting the discussion of the new para-
digm of “decarbonized growth”; (3) The energy crisis caused by the Russia-Ukraine
conflict has re-bound the climate policy of G7 countries to energy security, posing a
challenge to the leadership of existing developed countries and the important implica-
tions of policy spillover effects, thereby promoting the evolution of international polit-
ical economy research towards the three dimensions of climate-energy-economy.

4 Findings and Conclusion

Keyword cluster analysis revealed that the most common clusters are FDI inflow (#0),
trade facilitation (#1), economic theory (#2), international relations (#3), G7 countries
(#4), and food controversy (#5). These topics have become research hotspots due to
policy adjustments, shifting international trends, and market development needs. In
contrast, clusters such as political economy (#6), transmission-related technologies
(#7), rare earth industry (#8), and deploying machines (#9) contain fewer subsets. This
is primarily due to the limitations of these topics, manifested in their strong interdisci-
plinary nature, low international attention, and immature development, which leads to
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insufficient research. This also reflects, to some extent, that international economic and
trade research tends to focus on research areas that reflect policy trends and have prac-
tical guidance.

A temporal trend analysis reveals that international trade research underwent a rapid
paradigm shift between 2015 and 2025, from the theoretical trade paradigm of 2015-
2020 to a comprehensive analysis paradigm encompassing multiple factors, including
geopolitics, digital trade, and green development, from 2020 to 2025. Major interna-
tional events, including the COVID-19 pandemic, geopolitical conflicts, and the cli-
mate crisis, have driven a rapid shift in international trade research since 2020 toward
emerging areas such as resilient supply chains, secure investment, and green trade. This
shift has been characterized by rapid iterations of theoretical innovation and practical
adaptation.

Current research on international trade and economics has better grasped the key
areas and important trends in the transformation of the global trade landscape. How-
ever, theoretical integration in these areas needs to be strengthened, and practical ex-
ploration and applied research are still in their infancy. Future research on international
trade and economics should deepen towards a “security and development paradigm,”
specifically encompassing three aspects: first, developing an analytical paradigm that
balances both systemic transformation and integration to explain and understand the
impact and reshaping of the rise of emerging economies on the existing trade and eco-
nomic system. Second, strengthening practice-oriented research on transnational coor-
dination, including in emerging areas such as digital governance and climate finance.
Third, focusing on other areas. Future research on international trade and economics
should deepen towards a “security and development paradigm,” specifically encom-
passing three aspects: building a new paradigm for global value chains that balances
efficiency and security; constructing new trade rules under the conditions of the digital
economy; and building a paradigm for the integration of green development and inter-
national trade and economics.

To achieve better development of international trade and economic activity, the
study proposes five recommendations: First, it recommends establishing a digital trade
chapter in agreements such as the RCEP to build international consensus, research
methods for global mutual recognition of carbon footprints, carbon tariffs and environ-
mental product tax incentives, and green supply chain certification requirements. It also
recommends establishing a multilateral green trade fund to support low-carbon devel-
opment in developing countries. Third, based on global industrial chains, it recom-
mends studying the emerging characteristics of regional production networks, early
warning mechanisms for industrial chains and supply chains, and strategic industrial
security pathways. It recommends establishing a global supply chain database to pro-
mote information sharing. Fourth, it recommends the governance of new technologies.
It recommends studying the trade impacts of technologies such as artificial intelligence,
blockchain, and quantum physics, as well as technology risk assessment methods. It
recommends establishing an emerging technology working group within the WTO to
coordinate international rule-making. Fifth, it recommends inclusive development by
researching inclusive policies for the digital economy, support for cross-border e-com-
merce for small and medium-sized enterprises, and new approaches to technology
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transfer. It also recommends establishing a digital capacity-building fund for develop-
ing countries.

This study also has the following limitations: First, while data quality is ensured by

the World Wide Web (WOS) Core Collection, research findings from non-English-
speaking countries are omitted. Second, the timeframe (2015-2025) makes it difficult
to reveal long-term evolutionary patterns, particularly focusing on the long-term im-
pacts of the post-pandemic period. Third, the methodology focuses on bibliometric
analysis and lacks single-country research. Subsequent research could employ methods
such as expanding multilingual databases, extending the timeframe, or increasing case
comparisons to enhance the comprehensiveness and explanatory power of the study.
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