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Managing Trade Barriers for Competitive Advantage in Global 

Markets  
K. Sri Akash, Business Development Executive, SASA Consulting Service, Coimbatore, Tamil Nadu, India. 

As protectionism intensifies and trade systems fracture along 

geopolitical fault lines, multinational corporations confront an 

emerging competitive imperative: transforming trade barriers 

compliance into strategic opportunity. This paper explores the 

growing structural impact of both tariffs and non-tariffs since 

2017 based on WTO, World Bank, and Global Trade Alert data 

up to early 2025. The authors present their four-step strategy 

framework—Assess, Segment, Adapt, Monitor—and show how 

organizations that master trade intelligence, supply chain 

flexibility, and regulatory adaptation always achieve superior 

performance relative to their peers in disrupted environments. 

Six organizational capabilities required for success are 

highlighted, and implications for C-suite strategies are 

discussed. 

Introduction: The New Protectionist Reality 

The structure of international trade has been subject to its 

most substantial change since the establishment of the World 

Trade Organization (WTO) in 1995. Since 2017, the number of 

trade restrictions introduced worldwide has increased by over 

65% due to decoupling pressures between China and the United 

States, regulatory divergence after Brexit, supply chain 

nationalism amid the COVID-19 crisis, and expanding 

sanctioning systems [1]. The outcome is a business environment 

where trade barriers – once only a matter for the compliance 

function – have made their way onto strategic boardroom 

agendas. 

The latest World Trade Report by the WTO outlines an  

about-turn from the trends witnessed in the 1990s and 2000s 

regarding liberalization. Specifically, there has been a 

significant increase in NTBs at three times the rate of the usual 

increase in tariffs, including various forms such as technical 

standards, sanitary regulations, local content provisions, export 

licenses, and investment screening 2. For MNEs, there is both 

direct cost associated with the phenomenon, estimated to be 

about 2-5% of gross operating margins, as well as indirect cost, 

resulting from supply chain rigidity, market access risk, and 

regulatory discrepancies. 

Despite being an adverse factor, trade barrier differential 

poses the potential competitive advantage for those firms with a 

strategy for anticipation, mapping, and exploitation of these 

differences. In fact, according to Porter (1990) [3], who 
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described the diamond in terms of a competitive advantage 

arising out of operating in tough domestic markets, firms with 

such operational capacity can benefit from their experience in 

difficult situations and apply it internationally. The same holds 

true for regulatory compliance, as navigating difficult trade 

environments requires operational capabilities that cannot easily 

be duplicated by others. 

The following are the three contributions made by this article: 

First, the study provides an analysis of the latest empirical 

evidence about the development and structure of trade barriers 

within the contemporary business environment based on data up 

to the year 2025. Second, it presents a framework consisting of 

four steps aimed at transforming trade barriers management into 

strategic competence. Third, it highlights the six organization 

enablers of successful trade fragmentation. 

 

Figure 1: Growth in global trade barriers by category, 2019–2024 (share of world merchandise trade value affected).  

sources: WTO (2024); world bank (2024); global trade alert (2024) [1][2] 
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The Taxonomy of Modern Trade Barriers 

Modern trade barriers cannot be viewed as a monolith or a 

constant entity. They are applied through five main dimensions, 

which imply different strategic challenges for multinational 

managers. 

Customs Duties and Tariffs 

Despite the fact that tariffs were one of the earliest trade 

restrictions imposed by states, they have evolved into 

increasingly complex instruments. According to reports, the 

recent trade war between the USA and China has involved the 

introduction of over 301 tariffs on $370+ billion of goods, and 

effective rates on certain products such as semiconductors and 

electric vehicles could even reach 100%. More importantly, 

tariffs are no longer just an annually evaluated tool, but rather a 

means that requires constant attention. 

Non-Tariff Barriers 

NTBs can be viewed as the major source of modern trade 

restrictions. In 2023 alone, there were over 3,200 new NTB 

notifications at the WTO's Integrated Trade Intelligence Portal 

(I-TIP), which is a 40% increase in comparison with the figure 

1 reported for 2019. The list of non-tariff measures includes 

various conformity assessments, rules of origin, anti-dumping 

measures, and state aid programs 2. The key strategic challenge 

related to NTBs is their heterogeneous nature and inability to 

quantify them. 

Sanctions and Export Controls 

The use of export control measures as a weapon may prove 

the most important innovation in the field of international trade 

relations for the decade to come. US BIS Entity List restrictions 

targeting advanced semiconductor technology have led to 

fundamental changes in international supply chains involving 

high-tech goods. The only producer of extreme ultraviolet 

(EUV) lithography machines, the Dutch company ASML, has 

been restricted from delivering products to China, with  

far-reaching effects on global semiconductor capacity plans. For 

companies working in the dual-use technologies sector, 

compliance with export control policies is a strategic issue of 

vital importance [4]. 

Standards and Regulatory Convergence Issues 

The increasing number of conflicting regulatory standards – 

GDPR in the EU, PIPL in China, CCPA in California; carbon 

border adjustment in the EU vs. WTO standard – causes what is 

referred to as the "standards fragmentation tax" for 

internationally operating firms. Based on the study of Gopinath 

et al., complete regulatory decoupling of the US camp from the 

China camp can result in a reduction of global GDP growth rate 

by 1.5–2.0% because of an inefficient trading relationship [5]. 
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A Strategic Framework for Trade Barrier 

Management 

The management of trade barriers requires a systemic 

approach rather than tackling individual barriers as they arise. 

The following four-stage framework, involving assessment, 

segmentation, adaptation, and monitoring, is designed to 

transform trade barrier management into a strategic capability as 

shown in figure 2. 

 

Figure 2: Strategic management for managing trade barriers 

Phase 1: Assess and Map 

The first and foremost step would be a structured analysis of 

trade barriers in existing and prospective markets. It will entail 

recording tariff rates and NTBs for specific products in 

accordance with their HS codes, analyzing PTA arrangements 

that would create an edge for the company, and rating  

market-specific regulatory risks through metrics like the World 

Bank’s Trading Across Borders index and the OECD’s Trade 
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Facilitation Indicators. Organizations need to adopt proprietary 

trade intelligence services (like Descartes Datamyne and Export 

Solutions) that track tariffs and NTBs for over 180 countries in 

real time. 

Phase 2: Prioritize Barriers 

It must be kept in mind that not all trade barriers are equally 

important for organizations to address. The following 

prioritization scheme assigns priority based on two aspects: (a) 

the financial influence of trade barriers on existing and expected 

revenues, and (b) the strategic significance of the market 

position itself. 

Phase 3: Adapt and Configure 

The adaptation strategies cover three different levels: at the 

product level, companies undertake tariff engineering, involving 

changes in product design or components to get into lower duty 

brackets. At the supply chain level, companies implement China 

Plus One or multi-hub sourcing schemes to diversify their 

reliance on a particular trade route. At the commercial level, 

firms arrange their contracting practices, invoicing, and 

corporate structures to benefit optimally from FTAs. Baldwin 

and Lopez-Gonzalez (2015) describe how GVCs allow 

companies to engage in complex regulatory arbitrage to 

effectively halve tariff costs for highly trade-dependent firms 

[6]. 

Phase 4: Monitor and Respond 

The trade policy environment is dynamic and requires 

companies to develop an early warning institutional capability, 

including geopolitical risk assessment, negotiation stage, 

legislation tracking, and industry association analysis. The goal 

is to move from being reactive, which means dealing with trade 

barriers only after incurring costs, to becoming proactive by 

restructuring operations and market presence ahead of potential 

regulatory developments. 

Strategic Responses to Trade Barriers 

Table 1 presents the key strategic responses open to 

multinational corporations regarding the five principal types of 

trade barriers, together with relevant corporate case studies. 
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Table 1: Strategic response 

Barrier Type Strategic Response Corporate Examples Complexity 

Tariff Escalation Tariff engineering; FTA optimization; bonded warehousing Apple, Foxconn High 

Non-Tariff Barriers 
Regulatory mapping; local content partnerships; 

certifications 
Toyota, Unilever 

Medium–

High 

Sanctions & Export 

Controls 

Entity list screening; dual-use compliance; supply 

re-routing 
ASML, Qualcomm High 

Technical Standards 
Design-for-compliance; third-party testing; standards 

lobbying 

Philips, GE 

Healthcare 
Medium 

Currency & FX Controls 
Natural hedging; invoicing in strong currencies; bilateral 

barter 
Siemens, Samsung Medium 

Table 1. Trade Barrier Types and Strategic Response Options. 

Source: Authors, compiled from WTO (2024), Global Trade 

Alert (2024), and company disclosures [1]. 

Six Organizational Enablers of Trade Barrier 

Advantage 

Transformation of strategic frameworks into competitive 

excellence necessitates the following six organizational 

competencies: 

1. Trade Intelligence Capability: A particular capability in 

trade intelligence that may be either stand-alone or an 

embedded part of corporate strategic planning, 

responsible for tracking tariff schedules, NTB signals, 

FTA negotiations, and sanctions. Companies that excel in 

this area embed this capability in government relations, 

supply chains, and product design. 

2. Scenario Planning Supply Chain Design: Supply chain 

design that takes into account scenarios that might 

involve trade barriers, employing strategies such as dual 

sourcing, bonded storage, and near-shoring. The goal is 

adaptability, which means maintaining the ability to 

adjust sourcing and logistics in light of new regulations. 

3. Regulatory Technology: Trade compliance technology 

investments that facilitate processes like tariff 

classification, certificates of origin generation, sanctions 

screening, and customs documentation. Automation 

saves money on compliance expenses, but also reduces 

the risk of making mistakes in high-volume transactions. 
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4. Trade Barrier Management Across Functional Areas: 

A trade barrier management committee with functional 

areas of legal, taxation, logistics, finance, and 

government affairs, and C-level management oversight. 

In the absence of cross-functional management, trade 

barrier optimization initiatives taken by one department 

(procurement, for example) may have unanticipated 

implications on other departments (sanctions compliance, 

for example). 

5. Relations with Governments and Multilaterals: 

Engaging in consultations relating to FTA negotiations, 

WTO arbitration, and sectoral organizations. 

Organizations that participate in the shaping of the 

regulatory environment will perform better than those 

that respond to it. 

6. Trade Financing and Risk Transfer Solutions: 

Utilizing trade credit insurance, export credit agency 

financing, and foreign currency hedging to mitigate or 

transfer financial risks associated with changes in trade 

barriers. Political risk insurance is a risk transfer solution 

often overlooked in emerging market contexts. 

Conclusion and Policy Recommendations 

The splintering of international trade is not a temporary 

phenomenon, but rather a structural one, with the potential for 

further deepening in the medium-term future. The political 

competition between the US and China, regional trading bloc 

formation, and the weaponization of export control and sanction 

measures all make certain that trade barrier management will 

continue to represent a strategic concern for MNEs until at least 

the mid-2030s. 

Organizations that view this context as an obstacle to be 

navigated with the lowest possible friction will eventually be 

outpaced by those that see this context as a source of competitive 

advantage. Our findings from the experience of companies 

suggest that persistent investments in trade intelligence, trade 

options, and regulatory agility create self-reinforcing gains, such 

that the competencies developed for negotiating one wave of 

trade disruption become the basis for taking advantage of 

another wave of trade disruption. 

As the concluding set of suggestions to executive leaders, we 

recommend the following: First, raise trade barrier strategy to 

the C-suite agenda with regular quarterly reviews and trade 

barrier exposure visibility within the Board of Directors. 

Second, build a trade intelligence infrastructure before you need 

it; reactive actions to unexpected trade barriers are always more 

expensive than proactive positioning. Third, develop trade 

supply chain optionality as a strategic competency, rather than 

simply a risk management capability. Finally, get involved in 

shaping trade policy through industry organizations and 
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government consultations; the firms best suited to shaping the 

trade rules are those that know the trade rules best. 
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