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The impact of digital trade rules on China’s export growth

Jiaman Zhang
University of Jinan, Jinan, Shandong

[ Abstract] Against the backdrop of the global digital economy reshaping the international economic and
trade landscape and Regional Trade Agreements (RTAs) increasingly extending to behind-the-border regulatory
issues, this paper empirically examines the impact of RTA digital trade rules on China's export growth from the
dual dimensions of rule breadth and depth, using China's HS 6-digit product-level export data from 2012 to 2023.
The study yields three key findings: First, both the expansion of the breadth and the enhancement of the depth of
RTA digital trade rules significantly boost China's export growth, and this conclusion remains robust after a series
of robustness checks and endogeneity corrections. Second, mechanism analysis confirms that improving partner
countries’ digital infrastructure and optimizing their digital trade regulatory environment are two core transmission
channels. Third, heterogeneity analysis reveals that the export-promoting effect of the rules is significantly more
pronounced for final goods and exports to developing countries, while its impact on intermediate goods and exports
to developed countries is relatively limited. Based on these findings, this paper puts forward targeted policy
implications, including strengthening the in-depth construction of digital trade rules, optimizing digital
infrastructure, enhancing cross-border digital regulatory coordination, and implementing differentiated trade
strategies.
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