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As the international system continues its shift toward multipo-
larity, middle powers are playing increasingly prominent and 
proactive roles in shaping global trade governance. This article 
argues for the inclusion of middle powers' trade strategies as a 
critical new dimension in International Political Economy (IPE) 
research. It first offers a comprehensive theoretical overview 
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definitional debates. It then presents a comparative analysis 
of middle power trade diplomacy through case studies from 
different regions, than can be study by further research. Finally, 
it explores how these actors are contributing to reshaping glo-
bal trade architecture and why their strategies deserve deeper 
attention in IPE scholarship. In doing so, this study contributes 
to a broader understanding of how normative, diplomatic, and 
coalition-building capabilities intersect with trade policy to 
define the agency of middle powers in the 21st century.
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Governance – International Political Economy (IPE) – Di-
plomatic Agency. 

RESUMEN

A medida que el sistema internacional continúa su transición 
hacia la multipolaridad, las potencias intermedias desempe-
ñan un papel cada vez más destacado y proactivo en la con-
figuración de la gobernanza comercial global. Este artículo 
aboga por la inclusión de las estrategias comerciales de las 
potencias intermedias como una nueva dimensión crucial en 
la investigación de la Economía Política Internacional (EPI). 
En primer lugar, ofrece una visión teórica exhaustiva del con-
cepto de potencia intermedia, destacando su evolución y los 
debates sobre su definición. A continuación, presenta un aná-
lisis comparativo de la diplomacia comercial de las potencias 
intermedias mediante estudios de caso de diferentes regiones, 
que pueden ser estudiados por estudios futuros. Por último, 
explora cómo estos actores contribuyen a la remodelación 
de la arquitectura comercial global y por qué sus estrategias 
merecen una mayor atención en la investigación de la EPI. De 
este modo, este estudio contribuye a una comprensión más 
amplia de cómo las capacidades normativas, diplomáticas 
y de formación de coaliciones se intersectan con la política 
comercial para definir la capacidad de acción de las potencias 
intermedias en el siglo XXI.

Palabras clave:  Potencias intermedias – Política comercial 
– Gobernanza del comercio global – Economía Política Inter-
nacional (EPI), Agencia diplomática.
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1. Middle Powers in International Political Economy

International Political Economy 
(IPE) has often approached the glo-
bal system through a binary lens: 
the great powers—such as the Uni-
ted States, China, and the European 
Union—and the developing world, 
often framed as rule-takers. This di-
chotomy has shaped dominant theo-
ries and analytical categories in the 
field, leaving limited room for the 
exploration of actors whose influen-
ce does not derive from hegemonic 
capabilities, but from strategic agen-
cy, norm entrepreneurship, and ins-
titutional creativity. Middle powers, 
despite their relevance in pivotal mo-
ments of international institutional 
development—from the formation of 
the United Nations to the creation of 
the World Trade Organization—have 
traditionally occupied a secondary 
role in IPE research.

This oversight is becoming in-
creasingly untenable in the context 
of growing geopolitical (and geoe-
conomically) complexity. The current 
international landscape is marked by 
the erosion of multilateral institu-
tions, renewed great power compe-
tition, and the strategic reconfigu-
ration of global value chains. These 
transformations have created new 
arenas of contestation and coopera-
tion, offering fertile ground for ree-
valuating the position and potential 
of middle powers. Far from being 

passive participants or mere policy 
followers, middle powers are acti-
vely shaping rules, building bridges 
between regions, and responding to 
global governance gaps.

The term “middle power” itself 
has evolved over time, from a label 
used to describe countries with in-
termediate material capabilities to a 
more dynamic and functional cate-
gory reflecting diplomatic behavior 
and strategic intent. In the past, mi-
ddle powers were seen largely as su-
pportive actors: reliable allies of he-
gemons, providers of development 
assistance, or custodians of the mul-
tilateral order. But today, many mi-
ddle powers have redefined their in-
ternational roles by leveraging trade 
policy as a key instrument of global 
influence.

The argument advanced in this 
academic note is that middle powers 
are no longer simply diplomatic me-
diators or regional stabilizers, as clas-
sic literature often suggests. Increa-
singly, they are becoming trade norm 
entrepreneurs—actors that proacti-
vely shape the normative and regula-
tory dimensions of global trade. Their 
commercial strategies reveal not only 
economic ambitions, but also politi-
cal and normative agendas aimed at 
influencing the architecture of global 
trade governance.
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Indeed, trade policy has become 
a central axis through which middle 
powers articulate their global stra-
tegies. It enables them to project in-
fluence without resorting to coercion, 
to build coalitions around shared va-
lues or interests, and to participate 
in the design of emerging institutio-
nal arrangements. This is particularly 
evident in policy areas where tradi-
tional multilateralism has stalled—
such as digital trade, climate-aligned 
commerce, and inclusive economic 
development. In these areas, middle 
powers are advancing creative fra-
meworks that both respond to and 
reshape international norms.

By focusing on trade policy as a 
strategic vector, this article highlights 
the underexplored agency of middle 
powers in shaping a multipolar or-
der. It suggests that middle powers 
are uniquely positioned to promote 
pluralistic, sustainable, and inclusive 
trade architectures, especially at a 
time when great powers are increa-
singly consumed by strategic rivalry. 
As such, integrating middle powers 
more systematically into IPE analyses 
not only enhances empirical unders-
tanding but also contributes to re-
thinking the theoretical foundations 
of the field itself.

2. Theoretical Framework: Toward an Operational 
Definition of Middle Powers

Middle powers have long occupied 
an ambiguous space in international 
relations theory. Early definitions fo-
cused on quantifiable indicators such 
as GDP, population size, and military 
expenditure—factors that positioned 
these states between great powers 
and smaller developing countries.  In-
deed, early uses of the concept of “mi-
ddle power” dates back to Giovan-
ni Botero in the 16th century, who 
described a "middle power" as an 
entity strong enough to act indepen-
dently without outside support. Sin-
ce then, the idea has been frequently 
referenced in international relations. 
In 1815, after the Napoleonic Wars, 

this category was officially acknowle-
dged, including states like Germany 
(Wight, 1978)

In the 1990s, Cooper, Higgott, 
and Nossal (1993), defines middle 
powers not only by material capabi-
lities but also by a behavioral dispo-
sition toward multilateralism, norm 
preservation, and coalition-building. 
These states often act as “good in-
ternational citizens,” investing in the 
maintenance of global order while 
lacking the unilateral power to shape 
it (Cooper, 2011). 
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However, more recent scholarship 
has moved beyond static definitions 
to emphasize the strategic behavior 
of middle powers in specific policy 
arenas. As Jordaan (2003) and others 
argue, there is a key distinction be-
tween traditional middle powers—
typically Western liberal democracies 
such as Canada, Australia, Norway 
or Sweden —and emerging middle 
powers such as Brazil, Indonesia, or 
South Africa. The latter often pursue 
more revisionist or reformist agendas, 
using their middle power status to 
challenge existing norms and promo-
te greater equity in global governance.

At the same time, Laurence (2023) 
conceives middle powers as coun-
tries that hold moderate global in-
fluence—greater than small states but 
less than dominant ones. Though its 
meaning varies, it involves relative 
positioning, strategic identity-buil-
ding by national leaders, and evol-
ving roles in world affairs. Current 
debates focus on their impact amid 
shifting geopolitical and institutional 
landscapes.

Elliot (2024) presents a more 
pragmatic definition by saying that, 
while major “great powers” typically 
refer to nations like the U.S., China, 
or Russia, known for their broad au-
thority in global security and deci-
sion-making; middle powers—such 
as Canada, Australia, Brazil, and In-
donesia—maintain meaningful sway 

through diplomacy, trade, and inter-
national cooperation, shaping global 
affairs without holding dominant mi-
litary or political control.

  
This evolution in the literature has 

prompted scholars to view middle 
powers as actors whose status is re-
lational and contingent—shaped not 
merely by their place in the global 
hierarchy but by their diplomatic per-
formance, issue-specific leadership, 
and ability to form alliances. In trade 
policy, this relational understanding 
is particularly illuminating. Middle 
powers are increasingly seen as ins-
titutional entrepreneurs who shape 
international trade regimes throu-
gh rulemaking, agenda-setting, and 
the promotion of new governance 
models. Their approach often inclu-
des forming issue-based coalitions 
(e.g., on digital trade, environmental 
standards, or gender-responsive tra-
de policy), mediating between great 
power interests, and championing 
new normative frameworks in plu-
rilateral forums.

For instance, Higgott (2017) sug-
gests that middle powers wield signi-
ficant "normative power" (p. 12) in 
shaping regimes of global economic 
governance. Unlike major powers, 
which often engage in strategic com-
petition over control of global insti-
tutions, middle powers tend to prio-
ritize functionality, resilience, and 
inclusivity in rule-making processes. 
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This is particularly evident in initia-
tives such as the Ottawa Group wi-
thin the WTO, where countries like 
Canada and Australia have sought 
to maintain dispute settlement me-
chanisms and modernize trade rules 
in the face of great power gridlock.

In addition, middle powers exhi-
bit what Kalinowski & Cho (2012) 
describes as “issue leadership,” (p. 
242) where states focus on particu-
lar domains of expertise or natio-
nal interest—such as sustainability, 
technological governance, or regio-
nal connectivity—and mobilize coa-
litions accordingly. This allows them 
to punch above their weight in speci-
fic policy areas while avoiding direct 
confrontation with hegemonic actors. 
Such strategies also allow for insti-
tutional experimentation and nor-
mative innovation, helping to shape 
emerging trade regimes in ways that 
reflect broader developmental and 
ethical considerations.

A more political approach, sta-
tes that the concept of middle offers 
a way to analyze international re-
lations beyond simple political bi-
naries. Middle power discussions 
rely on second-image analysis (Shin, 
2015). By “bringing the state back 
in” (Hobson 2000: 45), this theory 
emphasizes greater agency for sta-
tes. Consequently, middle power 
frameworks expand the scope of IR 
theory by providing tools to interpret 

and assess the foreign policies of cer-
tain countries, like middle powers, in 
a more nuanced and subjective way. 
Although there is no consensus on 
the exact characteristics defining a 
middle power, the most widely ac-
cepted theoretical approaches fall 
into three categories: functional, be-
havioral, and hierarchical (Chapnick 
1999: 73-82).

More recently, Azmeh (2024), 
drawing on interviews with World 
Trade Organization members, finds 
that middle-power countries engaged 
in regional deals are leading efforts to 
revive multilateral trade talks. Their 
support stems from a commitment 
to global cooperation and the im-
practicality of excluding others in 
complex, deeply integrated areas of 
trade governance.

Thus, what unites middle powers 
across both traditional and emerging 
categories is not merely their position 
in the global system, but a strategic 
orientation toward diplomacy, mul-
tilateralism, and norm-shaping. In 
the domain of trade, this frequent-
ly manifests through leadership in 
plurilateral agreements, advocacy 
for inclusive governance mechanis-
ms, and active engagement in capa-
city-building initiatives across the 
Global South.

In sum, middle powers in the 
21st century should be understood 
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as dynamic agents of change in glo-
bal trade governance. Their operatio-
nal definition must account not only 
for material capabilities but also for 
diplomatic practice and institutio-
nal creativity. By incorporating these 

dimensions, IPE scholars can more 
accurately capture the diverse roles 
that middle powers play in shaping 
the evolving architecture of interna-
tional trade.

3. Possible Empirical Cases to be Considered by 
Further Studies

Middle powers manifest their 
agency through distinct trade stra-
tegies shaped by regional context, 
domestic priorities, and global am-
bitions. The following case studies 
illustrate how these countries use 
trade diplomacy not merely as eco-
nomic policy, but as a tool for global 
influence, norm creation, and coa-
lition-building. By examining their 
institutional initiatives, agreement 
portfolios, and economic data, we 
can better understand how middle 
powers act as innovative and stabi-
lizing forces within the international 
trade system.

South Korea as an example of 
hybrid strategy

South Korea’s trade policy exem-
plifies a hybrid strategy that blends 
innovation, regionalism, and strategic 
diversification. The country has posi-
tioned itself as a key player in setting 
global digital trade norms and advan-
cing technological governance, inclu-
ding in artificial intelligence ethics 

and smart manufacturing standards. 
Through its participation in the Digi-
tal Economy Partnership Agreement 
(DEPA) with Singapore, Chile, and 
New Zealand, Korea promotes inte-
roperable frameworks for e-commer-
ce and data governance1.  Additio-
nally, it maintains a vast network of 
free trade agreements (FTAs)—over 
18 in total—including deals with the 
European Union, ASEAN, and Latin 
American countries such as Peru and 
Colombia. 

As Figure 1 shows, South Korea’s 
trade as a percentage of its GDP, ex-
pressed as a percentage of Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) which is 
the total income earned through the 
production of goods and services in 
an economic territory during an ac-
counting period. An indicator that 
is normally use the level of trade 

1 To know more about the Digital Economy 
Partnership Agreement (DEPA), see https://
w w w. m t i . g o v. s g / Tr a d e / D i g i t a l - E c o -
nomy-Agreements/The-Digital-Economy-Part-
nership-Agreement
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openness of a country. As the figu-
re shows, when we compare this in-
dicator for South Korea, the World, 
and OECD countries, it clearly shows 

South Korea’s significantly higher 
trade openness, reinforcing its stra-
tegic role in the global economy.

Economically, South Korea ranks 
among the world’s top ten exporters, 
with merchandise exports reaching 
approximately USD 683 billion in 
2023 (WTO, 2024). Its economy is 
heavily integrated into global value 
chains, particularly in semiconductors, 
vehicles, and electronics. By leveraging 
this manufacturing capacity alongside 
regulatory innovation, Korea advan-
ces a trade agenda that combines com-
petitiveness with normative leadership 
in digital and green trade.

Canada as a traditional middle 
power trade policy commitment 

Canada serves as a paradigma-
tic example of a traditional middle 
power committed to multilateralism 

and institutional preservation. In res-
ponse to the WTO dispute settlement 
crisis, Canada convened the Ottawa 
Group—a coalition of like-minded 
countries aiming to safeguard and re-
form multilateral dispute resolution 
mechanisms. Canada's trade strategy 
also reflects a broader foreign policy 
ethos, branding its commercial agen-
da as “progressive trade.”

This approach embeds gender 
equality, indigenous rights, and envi-
ronmental sustainability into agree-
ments such as the Canada-European 
Union Comprehensive Economic and 
Trade Agreement (CETA) and the Ca-
nada–Chile FTA. As of 2023, Cana-
da’s total trade in goods and services 
exceeded USD 1.5 trillion, making it 
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one of the most trade-dependent G7 
countries. Its feminist foreign policy 
reinforces its normative posture, em-
phasizing inclusiveness and human 
rights within global trade architecture. 
Indeed, similarly to the case of South 
Korea, Figure 2 shows that Canada´s 
trade as a percentage of its GDP, when 
compared with the resto of the world 
and OECD countries, it has a signifi-
cantly higher trade openness.

Chile and Singapore as key 
-although small- influence in 
trade governance

Chile and Singapore—despite their 
economic and geographic differen-
ces—demonstrate how small, ou-
tward-oriented economies can exert 
disproportionate influence in trade 
governance. Both are founding mem-
bers of the Comprehensive and Pro-
gressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific 

Partnership (CPTPP), where they 
have advocated high standards on 
labor rights, environmental protec-
tion, and digital commerce. Chile has 
also led in integrating climate provi-
sions into trade deals, while Singapo-
re serves as a regional hub for digital 
regulation and smart logistics.

As Figure 3 shows, Singapore’s tra-
de-to-GDP ratio exceeds 300%, un-
derlining its reliance on international 
trade for economic sustainability. It 
is a key driver of digital economy 
agreements and recently launched 
several Green Economy Agreements 
(GEAs) aimed at facilitating sustaina-
ble trade in the ASEAN region. Chile, 
meanwhile, maintains more than 30 
FTAs covering over 65 economies 
and has increasingly focused on re-
newable energy exports, lithium, and 
green hydrogen development—posi-
tioning itself at the forefront of cli-
mate-aligned trade in Latin America.
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Morocco and the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE) as emerging 
middle powers

Morocco and the UAE repre-
sent emerging middle powers that 
are reshaping their global economic 
identities through assertive trade di-
plomacy. Morocco has signed trade 
agreements with the EU, Turkey, the 
US, and numerous African countries, 
and is rapidly positioning itself as a 
strategic platform connecting Euro-
pe, West Africa, and the Arab world. 
Its Casablanca Finance City and re-
newable energy hubs in Ouarzazate 
highlight Morocco’s ambition to be-
come a logistics and energy corridor 
in the Global South. In 2022, Mo-
roccan exports surpassed USD 40 bi-
llion, with automotive and agri-food 
products leading the surge.

The UAE, in turn, has embraced 
what it calls “commercial diplomacy” 
as part of its economic diversification 

agenda. Since 2021, it has negotiated 
over a dozen Comprehensive Eco-
nomic Partnership Agreements (CE-
PAs) with countries such as India, In-
donesia, and Kenya. These deals are 
designed not only to expand trade 
flows but also to deepen investment 
ties and promote digital and green 
innovation. The UAE’s non-oil trade 
reached USD 710 billion in 2023, un-
derscoring the success of its post-oil 
transition strategy. By investing hea-
vily in trade infrastructure—like Je-
bel Ali Port and the Etihad Rail—the 
UAE is positioning itself as a critical 
logistics hub in a multipolar world 
economy.

Together, these cases exemplify 
how middle powers deploy trade po-
licy as a multifaceted tool: to navi-
gate great power rivalry, to innovate 
regulatory frameworks, and to forge 
transregional coalitions. Their expe-
riences offer fertile ground for future 
empirical research that investigates 
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the intersection of economic perfor-
mance, normative leadership, and 
strategic trade diplomacy in a shif-
ting global order.

Similarly to cases mentioned abo-
ve, Morocco and the UAE has higher 
trade-to-GDP ratio in comparison to 
OECD Members and the Rest of the 
World. In the case of UAE, this ratio 
was higher to 100% since 2003. 

 4. Middle Powers in the Age of New Regionalism and 
Geo-Economics

The current phase of global trade is 
defined by a deep structural transition 
marked by fragmentation, re-regiona-
lization, and the proliferation of pluri-
lateral agreements. As the multilateral 
trading system—once anchored firmly 
in the WTO—faces persistent stagna-
tion and institutional inertia, the locus 
of trade governance is shifting toward 
more flexible, selective arrangements 
among coalitions of the willing. This 

“new regionalism” is not simply geo-
graphic, but functional and thematic: 
trade cooperation now increasingly 
revolves around issue-specific fra-
meworks such as digital governance, 

climate-aligned commerce, and supply 
chain resilience.

In this evolving landscape, middle 
powers have emerged as critical archi-
tects of new trade governance. They 
are not merely responding to a shifting 
order—they are actively shaping it. Un-
like great powers, whose trade agendas 
are often entangled with geopolitical 
rivalry, or least-developed countries, 
whose agency is constrained by limited 
institutional capacity, middle powers 
occupy a unique niche. Their capacity 
to convene diverse coalitions, propose 
normatively ambitious yet pragmatic 
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frameworks, and engage in technical 
norm diffusion makes them central 
actors in the new geo-economic order.

Middle powers are leading the de-
sign and diffusion of trade rules on 
e-commerce, data governance, and 
sustainability standards. South Ko-
rea and Singapore, for example, have 
been instrumental in promoting the 
Digital Economy Partnership Agree-
ment (DEPA), which sets new global 
benchmarks for data flows, artificial 
intelligence governance, and paperless 
trade. Canada, through the Ottawa 
Group, has reinvigorated WTO reform 
discussions with a focus on dispute 
settlement mechanisms and inclusive 
trade. Meanwhile, Chile and Morocco 
are experimenting with green economy 
provisions and sustainability clauses 
that embed climate goals directly into 
trade agreements.

Moreover, the agency of middle 
powers is enhanced by their ability to 
bridge diverse geopolitical and econo-
mic constituencies. Singapore, for ins-
tance, mediates between the Global 
North and Southeast Asia by promo-
ting interoperable digital norms that 
appeal to both developed and develo-
ping economies. Similarly, the UAE’s 
network of Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership Agreements (CEPAs) spans 
Asia, Africa, and Latin America, ena-
bling it to act as a hub in emerging 
transregional trade corridors.

The logic of plurilateralism—selecti-
ve agreements among a subset of coun-
tries with shared interests—provides a 
strategic opening for middle powers. 
These arrangements bypass the con-
sensus-driven gridlock of traditional 
multilateralism while maintaining an 
inclusive ethos. In the case of digital 
trade, plurilateralism has allowed mi-
ddle powers to set de facto standards 
in the absence of universal agreement 
at the WTO. Likewise, in climate-alig-
ned trade, countries like Chile and New 
Zealand have championed the Agree-
ment on Climate Change, Trade and 
Sustainability (ACCTS), pushing for 
a convergence of environmental and 
trade agendas.

Geo-economic shifts—such as the 
weaponization of trade tools, reconfi-
guration of value chains, and the rise of 
techno-nationalism—further increase 
the strategic salience of middle powers. 
As the global economy decouples into 
rival technological and regulatory sphe-
res, middle powers are carving out in-
termediary roles. They hedge against 
binary alignment by diversifying their 
trade relationships, strengthening Sou-
th-South cooperation, and participating 
in multi-hub frameworks that offer resi-
lience against unilateral shocks.

The new regionalism also empowers 
middle powers to pursue value-based 
trade policies that reflect domestic 
priorities such as gender equality, In-
digenous rights, and digital inclusion. 
Canada’s “progressive trade agenda” 
and Chile’s gender-sensitive clauses in 
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trade treaties exemplify how normati-
ve preferences are being internationa-
lized through trade diplomacy. These 
values-oriented strategies allow middle 
powers to distinguish their leadership 
in a crowded global arena, often win-
ning legitimacy and soft power even in 
the absence of hard capabilities.

In sum, middle powers are central to 
the transformation of global trade go-
vernance under conditions of regiona-
lization, issue-specific cooperation, and 

normative pluralism. Their initiatives 
not only fill institutional voids but also 
lay the groundwork for future global 
frameworks by piloting scalable, adap-
table trade architectures. As the world 
confronts overlapping crises—from 
technological disruption and climate 
emergencies to geopolitical fragmen-
tation—middle powers are increasin-
gly acting as the connective tissue that 
binds together a new, more flexible, 
and inclusive global trade system.

5. So, Why IPE Needs to Pay Closer Attention to 
Middle Powers

Despite their growing relevance, 
middle powers have often remained 
under-theorized or treated as peri-
pheral actors in mainstream Inter-
national Political Economy (IPE) 
scholarship. However, current deve-
lopments in trade governance, tech-
nological transformation, and geopo-
litical instability suggest an urgent 
need to bring these actors to the cen-
ter of analytical and empirical at-
tention. Middle powers are not only 
responding to global shifts; they are 
actively reconfiguring the rules and 
coalitions that structure international 
trade. Their growing role invites a re-
thinking of core assumptions in IPE 
regarding hierarchy, norm diffusion, 
and institutional agency.

There are several compelling rea-
sons why middle powers should now 
be central to IPE analyses:

• They are leading innovations in 
trade governance. Middle powers 
are shaping new norms in digi-
tal trade, sustainability standards, 
labor protections, and inclusive 
trade governance. Countries like 
South Korea and Singapore are 
pioneering digital economy agree-
ments that set global benchmarks 
for data privacy, AI ethics, and 
cybersecurity. Chile and New 
Zealand are advancing clima-
te-related trade frameworks, whi-
le Canada promotes gender and 
Indigenous rights through trade 
agreements. These innovations 
are setting de facto standards, 
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particularly in domains where the 
WTO remains paralyzed.

• They act as stabilizers and norm 
diffusers in an unstable global 
order. As geopolitical rivalry be-
tween the United States and Chi-
na intensifies, middle powers 
perform critical buffering roles. 
Through initiatives such as the 
Ottawa Group or DEPA, they 
help maintain institutional con-
tinuity and moderate the centrifu-
gal forces that threaten the mul-
tilateral system. Their preference 
for rule-based order and inclusi-
ve dialogue makes them valuable 
brokers in a time of deep interna-
tional polarization.

• They represent diverse regional 
and ideological perspectives. Mi-
ddle powers come from a wide 
variety of regions and economic 
systems, including the Global 
South and North. This diversity 
enables them to challenge outda-
ted binary paradigms—such as 
North-South dependency or co-
re-periphery hierarchies—that 
have long shaped IPE thinking. 
For instance, Morocco’s role in 
African regional integration or the 
UAE’s leadership in South-South 
economic corridors reveal how 
emerging middle powers are offe-
ring alternative models of econo-
mic leadership rooted in regional 
knowledge, developmental goals, 

and post-Western diplomatic 
logics.

• They are building new coali-
tions and institutional architec-
tures. Faced with gridlocked mul-
tilateralism, middle powers are 
turning to flexible, issue-specific 
arrangements that allow for expe-
rimentation and innovation. The-
se coalitions—whether focused on 
e-commerce, green trade, or dis-
pute settlement—are not merely 
reactive responses. Rather, they 
are institutional laboratories that 
can inform future reforms of the 
multilateral system. By investing 
in regional partnerships, thematic 
alliances, and plurilateral agree-
ments, middle powers are insti-
tutional entrepreneurs construc-
ting the scaffolding of a new trade 
order.

From an empirical perspective, re-
cent data supports this rising influen-
ce. According to the World Economic 
Forum (2024), middle powers such as 
Canada, Korea, and Singapore are at 
a “pivotal moment” where their stra-
tegic decisions will shape global trade 
governance trajectories for decades. 
WTO (2024) data further reveals that 
middle powers are among the most 
active participants in plurilateral ne-
gotiations and are leading proposals 
on digital trade and sustainable de-
velopment goals (SDGs). For exam-
ple, Korea’s trade with digital sectors 
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now accounts for more than 30% of 
its total export value, and Chile has 
embedded environmental and gender 
clauses in more than 60% of its FTAs 
(WTO, 2024; IMF, 2025).

From a theoretical standpoint, in-
corporating middle powers more sys-
tematically into IPE scholarship cha-
llenges state-centric, hierarchy-bound 
models of global economic leadership. 
Their capacity to exercise influence 
through soft power, regulatory inno-
vation, and coalition-building com-
plicates the realist/liberal dichotomy 
and offers new insights into how 

power operates in a multipolar, in-
terdependent world.

In conclusion, failing to ack-
nowledge the evolving agency of 
middle powers limits our capacity 
to understand the real dynamics sha-
ping the international political eco-
nomy. Their leadership, adaptability, 
and normative ambition are redefi-
ning what it means to govern tra-
de in the 21st century. IPE scholars 
must respond by integrating these 
actors into frameworks of analysis 
that reflect the complexity and plu-
rality of today’s global order.

6. Conclusion: Toward a Research Agenda on Middle 
Power Trade Strategy

This article has argued that middle 
powers are no longer peripheral actors 
in global trade governance but have 
emerged as key agents of institutional 
innovation, normative leadership, and 
strategic coalition-building. Through 
a comparative lens, we have observed 
how countries such as South Korea, 
Canada, Chile, Singapore, Morocco, 
and the UAE leverage trade policy not 
merely for market access but as an 
expression of broader foreign policy 
objectives. These actors are crafting 
trade agendas that reflect their values, 
interests, and geopolitical positioning 
within an increasingly fragmented and 
multipolar global system.

By foregrounding trade as a central 
dimension of middle power diplomacy, 
we move beyond traditional characteri-
zations that framed these states as pas-
sive bridge-builders or norm-followers. 
Instead, middle powers must be re-
cognized as active contributors to the 
global trade architecture, often filling 
governance voids left by gridlocked 
multilateral institutions or polarizing 
great power competition. Their abi-
lity to form agile coalitions, negotiate 
high-standard agreements, and diffuse 
inclusive norms positions them as in-
dispensable in efforts to recalibrate the 
rules of global trade in the 21st century.
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Future research in International 
Political Economy (IPE) should pla-
ce middle powers at the core of both 
theoretical development and empiri-
cal inquiry. A robust research agenda 
would entail:

• Mapping coalition-building pa-
tterns in plurilateral and regional 
trade agreements, with attention to 
how middle power’s structure their 
alliances and frame their normati-
ve agendas.

• Analyzing middle power agency in 
rule-making processes, particular-
ly in cutting-edge domains such as 
digital trade, climate-aligned trade, 
AI governance, and labor standards. 
This includes evaluating how these 
actors shape and diffuse new nor-
ms through diplomatic forums and 
technical negotiations.

• Assessing the balancing function 
of middle powers in a system in-
creasingly defined by US-China ri-
valry, exploring how they mitigate 
escalation, promote functional coo-
peration, and diversify trade part-
nerships to avoid overdependence.

• Investigating the domestic drivers 
of middle power trade strategies, 
including bureaucratic capacities, 
policy coherence across ministries, 
private sector engagement, and civil 
society participation. Understan-
ding internal drivers can illuminate 

why some middle powers are more 
effective trade norm entrepreneurs 
than others.

• Evaluating the impact of middle 
power-led agreements on develo-
ping countries and the global South 
more broadly, especially in relation 
to capacity-building, knowledge 
transfer, and equitable participa-
tion in value chains.

In developing this research agenda, 
scholars should also revisit founda-
tional IPE theories to incorporate the 
dynamism and flexibility that charac-
terize middle power strategies. Rather 
than treating global economic leader-
ship as a function of hegemonic power, 
we must increasingly consider how dis-
tributed leadership—anchored in insti-
tutional creativity and shared norms—
can shape more pluralistic, adaptive, 
and sustainable forms of governance.

Moreover, the evolving role of mi-
ddle powers opens up new conceptual 
terrain for understanding global order. 
They serve as laboratories of policy ex-
perimentation, brokers of regional and 
cross-regional ties, and agents of policy 
diffusion. Their actions challenge the 
assumption that global trade gover-
nance must be either hegemon-led or 
adrift in fragmentation. Instead, midd-
le powers are constructing a third path: 
one grounded in pragmatic multilate-
ralism, inclusive growth, and transna-
tional cooperation.



Nicolás Albertoni
Middle Powers Trade Policy 

59

In sum, recognizing the centrality of 
middle powers in shaping the future of 
global trade governance not only en-
riches IPE scholarship, but also offers 
practical insights into how internatio-
nal cooperation can be revived and 
reimagined in an era of uncertainty. 
As we confront urgent global challen-
ges—from climate change and digital 
transformation to geopolitical insta-
bility—the leadership of normatively 
ambitious and diplomatically skilled 
middle powers may well prove decisi-
ve in designing a more balanced and 
resilient global economic system.
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