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Abstract 
How has the liberal economic order been maintained, especially given that major powers no 
longer find the Bretton Woods system as a conducive arena for the pursuit of their material 
interests? This paper expands the regime complex literature to bilateral/ regional networks 
outside of multilateral institutions and theorizes that major powers care enough about 
relational ties with their economic partners, which in turn, urges them to avoid economically 
self-contradicting postures on the multilateral podium. In order to make signals to maintain 
its credibility in a globalized economy, the pledges made with preferential tariff rates should 
alter the directionality of those with Most-Favored Nation treatment, either in terms of 
affirming economic liberalization or protectionism. The theory is built based on the case of 
Japan as a major economic power, and the empirical evidence is shown by interaction models 
that compile related data for three major economies (the United States, China and Japan) and 
shows whether the former rates translate into the latter under the influence of signaling 
dynamics. The models also show that even when they care about material assets, the 
relational asset calculation effects do not cancel out. Finally, this paper presents related 
documents and anecdotes from the three countries to check the assumption of the argument.  
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Introduction 

Hegemonic stability theory has held sway since the United States (US)  set up the 
postwar international order. The US, along with some other major powers, established 
international institutions that supported the Bretton Woods system (Norrlof and Reich 2015), 
which were to work under a given condition. That is; the ‘hegemon’ would find it lucrative, 
in materialistic terms, to uphold a system to maintain a capitalist order, while smaller 
countries would pursue their material interests in ways that were only conformant to the 
system. When they deviate from international rules and norms, they may be punished through 
sanctions or boycotts. Moreover, because conformance and deviation are interpreted by 
fellow members of the system (Johnston 2008; Wilkinson 2017), it becomes essential to 
maintain cooperative relations with other constituents of the system as an asset. At the same 
time, smaller countries have coalesced with each other to overturn the liberal economic order 
and gain more state control (Iida 1988; Krasner 1985), but in vain (Getachew 2019; Lavelle 
2001). Therefore, the economic order was created and has been maintained so long as the 
major powers find it economically lucrative, while the smaller countries play by the rules and 
are on good terms with their fellow members.  

However, time is ripe to investigate the picture from the other way around. Now that 
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the former Third World/ Global South countries are on the rise (Ferdinand 2014; Kahler 
2013; O’Malley and Thakur 2022), it is worth noting how declining major powers navigate 
the games of their own creation with diminishing material power leverages. Theoretically 
speaking, procedural expectations remain to be the same for major powers in extant regimes, 
but Wilkinson (2017) alerts that they abandoned the development of economic multilateral 
regimes with the Doha Round. Its negotiations came to a stalemate due to the lack of 
concessions made between the rising economies, China, India and Brazil, and the developed 
countries, the United States (US), European Union (EU) and Japan, concerning reciprocal 
requests to cut tariffs on industrial and agricultural products (Castle and Landler 2008; Teslik 
2008). 

The entire deadlock increased anticipation that both rising economies and the 
traditional economic powerhouses would abuse bilateral negotiations, which allow them to 
exert power for favorable outcomes against their weaker counterparts (Castle and Landler 
2008; Teslik 2008). This seems to be the case, as the world witnessed the US blockage of a 
new Appellate Body member since 2020 (WTO, “Appellate Body”; US Mission to 
International Organizations in Geneva, February 2020), and the ultimate form of bilateral 
tariff re-negotiations has been initiated by the US since 2025 (The Budget Lab, November 17, 
2025). At the same time, many major economies, including the US, still participate in “Joint 
Statement Initiatives (JSIs) by the like-minded WTO [World Trade Organization] members” 
(Shi, June 1, 2024) allowing for plurilateral negotiations. 

In this context, there is one big elephant in the room; what does it mean to pursue 
multiple economic policies that are bilateral, plurilateral and multilateral on the international 
stage, when economic interests remain the same for the country? This paper seeks its answer 
by stretching back to the late 1980s, when economic regimes became too intricate and full of 
exceptional clauses that the game was no longer about material gains. In fact, major 
countries, long before WTO unraveling took place, knew that this was about relational 
signaling in international politics, and not just about material benefits as an accumulation of 
domestic lobbying groups. This, in turn, encouraged them to make use of multilateral 
architecture as a venue to showcase their commitment to economic liberalization or 
protectionism on a bilateral level with smaller countries.  

This article proceeds in five steps. First, its shows the literature review emphasizing 
the works by international institutionalists. Second, it presents the theory that is built not just 
on logic but also on the exemplar praxis of Japan’s economic policy making. Thirdly, it lays 
out the research design to test the hypotheses, and runs the models on three major economic 
powers; the United States (US), China and Japan. Fourthly, it gathers some anecdotes on the 
three countries to verify that the countries’ institution align with what can be inferred about 
their de jure behavior. Finally, this article concludes with suggestions for future research 
along with some implications.  
 
Literature Review 

The question is whether major countries care about relational calculations in making 
commitments to multiple economic schemes, now that multilateral schemes do not offer the 
direct path towards material gains. This is not just because of the fierce competition with the 
rising economies, but also because products have become minutely categorized with different 
regulations, and globalized supply chains or multinational companies have blurred the actual 
costs and benefits on a national level (Gulotty 2020).  

Before jumping into the literature review, it is worth providing some evidence that 
there is such a thing as diplomatic calculation in choosing specific economic policies for 
major powers. For example, Global Times from China ardently followed WTO debates right 
after their accession, especially in the context of understanding the expectations in the trade 
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regime. While the articles refer to domestic market saturation rates as a benchmark to 
promote trade (Global Times, January 28, 1996), they analyze the vicissitude of American 
punitive tariffs on steel from Japan, EU and China with change in how the government 
wanted to symbolize their protection for certain interest groups, whose favor it needs to win 
over in domestic election campaigns (Global Times, July 16, 2003; December 5, 2003). The 
article also points out to US’s strategic problematization of foreign steels in buying time for 
industrial restructuring or the reshuffling of import origins on an international level (Global 
Times, December 8, 2003), rather than as a means to substantially alter the course of trade 
(Global Times, July 16, 2003). In line with such diplomatic takes on trade mechanisms, China 
also committed to lowering tariffs with Thailand and Indonesia as a step towards free trade 
area between China and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) (Global 
Times, February 26, 2003; August 11, 2004). When it comes to India and Russia, China is 
very explicit about the potentials of trade with the rising economies, but also admits to the 
challenges of establishing official procedures and law on customs (Global Times, July 23, 
2003; April 26, 2004). 

As exemplified in these observations from the perspective of China, a latecomer to 
great power politics in the capitalist international order, it is tacit knowledge for major 
powers that tools such as tariff rates are not just about substantial trade liberalization/ 
protectionism. They do not necessarily reflect the aggregate interests of the domestic market, 
and rather, they are costly signals for diplomacy. While a vast terrain of literature on 
International Political Economy (IPE) investigated how domestic interest group dynamics 
feed into a singular national interest, Kim (2017) shows that excess product differentiation 
allowed for less reflections of such calculation and room for governmental maneuvering. This 
paper falls in line with this idea that turns the domestic-international nexus of IPE on its head 
and examines economic regime commitment as diplomatic signaling. Especially in the realm 
of economic activities, any country, no matter how powerful, calls for counterparts, and 
credibility in its commitment to economic regulations and norms matters to sustain such 
deeds.  

When it comes to the multiplicity of relations, theories of international institutions 
hint at the behavioral principle for major powers, and it is this cluster of literature that this 
paper contributes to. In regime complex theories, all countries, big or small, forum-shop for 
the most conducive arena for their interests. Regime complex theorists dive into the 
multiplicity of similar institutions, in terms of themes, mandates, territory and structure (Alter 
and Raustiala 2018). Gehring and Faude (2014) shift focus from state-centric strategies of 
forum-shopping to their consequences in co-governance or division of labor, whose 
categorization and assessments are diverse (Keohane and Victor 2011; Morse and Keohane 
2014; Ji 2022; Uji 2022). Research has evolved to dealing with the measurement of such 
phenomena, and ramifications for the issue on legitimacy (Haftel and Lenz 2022). Others 
bring in the idea of cross-issue area designs (Brandi and Morin 2023), role of informal 
international organizations (Vabulas and Snidal 2013) or the secretariats themselves 
(Margulis 2020), while Hofmann and Yeo (2023) calls attention for historical 
institutionalism, rather than pure rationality in these design mechanisms.  
​ Despite these works, it is only recently, with the decline of the US and the rise of 
China, that researchers started to scrutinize how major powers in particular can initiate new 
institutions that add to the market of extant institutions (Ikenberry 2003; Kastner et al. 2019; 
Kijima and Lipscy 2023; Lipscy 2017). They show that it is the combination of preferences 
and feasibility in gathering like-minded members to form or maintain organizations that 
matter. While there is a further call to probe what can be changed within the extant arenas 
before diving into the drastic changes with institutional creation or exit (Lavenex et al. 2021; 
Lipscy 2017), major powers’ routine negotiations with other members have yet to be fully 
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examined. 
To extend the theories on regime complex, why can major powers make 

commitment credible in the eyes of other countries, as they engage in economic institutions 
on bilateral, regional, and intra-regional levels aside from multilateral arenas? No works have 
answered this question directly, although few works have grappled with the 
bilateral-multilateral nexus. For example, Milner (2006) and Kahler (1992) show how 
multilateralism can be disguised as bilateralism or regionalism, and hint at the seamlessness 
of these formats as avenues to pursue national interest. This resonates with the development 
studies that differentiate bilateral and multilateral aids, and show that the former are more 
donor-oriented (Mascarenhas 2025; Truong et al. 2025). This thread of thought is reflected in 
the recent international institutionalist literature that touches on this topic; multilateral aid is 
used more frequently than bilateral aid to convince countries with far stances from that of the 
US in the United Nations (UN) Security Council (Dreher et al. 2022).  

Simultaneously, researchers from other disciplines that tackle the same topic seem to 
assume continuity, rather than discrepancies, between bilateral and multilateral diplomacy. 
Some claim that norms travel between bilateral to multilateral settings in the field of 
deforestation and forest degradation (Recio 2022), and others show that legal origins of 
bilateral/ multilateral forum choices come from political schools or bureaucratic affiliations 
rather than out of informed choice (Blum 2008). Psychologists also show how patience pays 
off in bilateral rather than in multilateral negotiations for their actors (Burns et al. 2023). 
Again, they all assume continuity or complementarity among different set-ups.  

This trend resonates with economic papers taking up bilateralism and 
multilateralism. In the eyes of the economists, politics matter in both international signaling 
and domestic lobbying group politics. To raise some classis examples in the field, Richardson 
(1993) created models to explain the effectiveness of Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) by 
incorporating the endogeneity of politics such as domestic elections and credibility of 
commitment regarding other countries. The credibility problem also implied that FTAs work 
better than multilateral frameworks due to the increased number of countries and 
uncertainties involved (Richardson 1993). Meanwhile, Orneals (2005) dove into the big 
question on whether FTAs serve as stumbling blocks or promotive factors for multilateral 
schemes, and concludes the case to be the latter. Again, the gist of theory lies in politics; it is 
the infiltration of foreign firms into the domestic markets, and also the incentivized change of 
its lobbying groups that bring smooth launch for multilateral trade negotiations (Orneals 
2005). Finally, Kuenzel and Sharma (2019)’s finding that preferential trade agreements can 
lead to trade liberalization with MFN tariff rates, present the closest empirical set up for this 
paper. However, they emphasize the former as a substitute for the latter and make statistical 
choices to disregard their possible mechanical dependence rather than investigate the clash 
therein.   

In economics, emphasis is placed in modeling buttressed with empirics about 
continuity among schemes, and it is the role of the political scientist to consider the political 
praxis in assessing respective factors at once. As the world is turning its back against 
multilateralism, and bilateral agreements are back at the forefront of economic regimes 
(Wilkinson 2017), it is essential to treat them as distinct, potentially contested choices. In 
fact, major powers can assume separate goals for different schemes. Although Japan made 
commitments to open its market during the Uruguay Round (WTO March 29, 1995), it only 
committed to tariffication measures for rice, which substantially allowed it to remain 
protective of its domestic interest groups (Hayami and Godo 1995). As multilateral economic 
agreements and ad hoc, extra-multilateral schemes happen in different contexts, there must be 
an intentional effort by the major country to align the directionality of those measures. This is 
particularly important to remain credible in the eyes of smaller countries across a multiplicity 
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of economic architectures, because trust through signaling and norms nurtures long-term 
cooperation (De Nevers 2007; Mesquita and Medeiros 2016; Takahashi 2025). If a major 
country wants to maintain strong economic relations with others, it should be clear about its 
level of commitment to trade. 
​ In sum, this paper seeks to understand how major powers navigate the international 
economic institutions on tariff rates to maintain cooperation in both bilateral and multilateral 
networks. As major powers are attached to more bilateral counterparts, by whom they do not 
want to be seen as self-contradictory, their pledges made at the external fora induce them to 
adopt similar positions at multilateral ones.  
 
Theory on the Domestic-International Nexus and Praxis  
 
​ The theory proceeds in three steps, and is built not only logically, but with archival 
evidence from Japan’s policy making in praxis. Although the theory applies to all major 
countries, Japan is taken up because it serves as an exemplary major country in taking up the 
US, China and Japan. Japan was the norm taker when entering the liberal international order 
that was created by the US, but also the older power when it saw China’s rise. It is important 
to show that international signaling works in all phases of major power politics.  
 
(1)​Step 1: Material and Relational Assets in Praxis  

International institutionalists have agreed about the choice of specific schemes 
among a larger set of possibilities, and assert that it depends on the preference of the state as 
well as its relationship with other countries (Ikenberry 2003; Kastner et al. 2019; Kijima and 
Lipscy 2023; Lipscy 2017). When countries choose their institutions to make commitments 
to, the utility in pursuing national interests on the international level, and the feasibility of 
such cooperation with other countries come into calculation. Such theories have assumed 
preferences to be consolidated on the domestic level, as well as relationship management to 
be solidified on the international level.   

However, what is represented as aggregate interests have diversity on the domestic 
level, especially in the field of economic activities, where citizen’s lives are affected by 
international policies. For instance, right before the finalization of the Uruguay Round that 
gave birth to the WTO, the strong lobbying activities represented by the Ministry of 
Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (MAFF) of Japan were partially questioned by a group of 
officials standing on what they saw as long-term, holistic views about Japan’s nationhood. 
Some asked if it was still efficient to protect the agricultural sector that now lacked 
manpower and vigor due to decreasing population, and nudged the officials to adopt 
fundamental measures regarding food security and environmental sustainability, hinting at a 
departure from lobby politics (Japanese Diet, February 5, 1993). Just as they linked their 
domestic interests to the common interest of the humankind, these diversified interests 
elaborated at the Diet went in both domestic and international directions, and even went 
beyond the traditional stakes-based claims anticipated by the theories in International 
Political Economy.  

 Similarly, what is thought of as the willingness to signal commitment on the 
international level has its domestic face; representatives of the countries must persuade their 
citizens, or at least signal good intentions in line with their stakes to keep the incumbent seat. 
As early as in 1980, Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) and the Ministry of Finance (MOF) 
with the Customs of Tariff Bureau had clear intentions to build trust among other nations in 
committing to the liberal economic regime (Japanese Diet, February 22, 1980). This was 
supported by the reason that Japan was a nation depending heavily on trade and commerce 
with scarce resources, and that it had no choice (Japanese Diet, February 5, 1993; June 3, 
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1994). It then became a norm for politicians driven by lobbying groups to further criticize 
MOFA as catering to American interests and numb to the voices of Japanese farmers, and it 
even caused Prime Minister Hata to explain that the negotiations struck a delicate balance 
that also benefitted the broad consumer base of its population (Japanese Diet, June 3, 1994). 
Signaling is multifaceted, in that it cannot be directed only at its foreign counterparts. It is 
rather the constant backlashing from the domestic opponents that governments must care 
about.   

This requires a careful standing of the state under the simultaneous calculation of 
four things; the pursuit of interests and relationships on both domestic and international levels 
(Takahashi, forthcoming in 2026). Meanwhile, in praxis, there are three major reasons why 
bureaucrats do not weigh all four factors for respective goods and services that are being 
traded in the world. 

Firstly, material and reputational interests often travel to the other factor under 
different contexts. For the case of Japan, it is worth noting that strong protectionist views 
about agriculture advocated by MAFF eventually turned into intense commitment to 
anti-liberalization signaling on the international level by MOFA. Despite the constant debate 
about MOFA’s lack of consideration for its domestic farmers, the opponents’ debate even 
went so far as to the unfairness in treating agricultural industry in the same way as 
industrialized products, due to the susceptibility of its production level to nature and the lack 
of land in Japan that prevented corporatization of farmlands (Japanese Diet, February 5, 
1993). This debate and the long tradition of lobbying led the Japanese representatives at the 
negotiation table to be adamant in their opposition to trade liberalization.   

Secondly, practitioners share a common sense of industry-specific focal points that 
stand out among the four factors. For example, at the National Diet of Japan, both 
government officials and politicians present a clear industry-based mapping of stakes on 
either of the four factors. It comes as natural to speak of textile and agricultural industries as 
import industries with strong domestic lobbying groups, leading to refusal against excess 
trade liberalization. The opposite is true regarding machinery, because their raw materials 
depended on imports from other countries, while  their finalized products were sold overseas. 
On top of such industry-level group voices represented in the Ministry of Economy, Trade 
and Industry (METI) and MAFF, again, MOFA, and to a lesser extent MOF, elaborates on the 
holistic national identity of Japan as a trading state.  

Thirdly, the relation between interests and relationships remain blurry and entangled. 
In some cases, listening to specific lobbying groups and maintaining good terms with them 
via trade policies may lead to substantive large economic gains, but this may not always be 
the case. To reiterate the debate on the financially unprofitable, declining agricultural sector 
in Japan (Japanese Diet, February 5, 1993), voices in support of its protection may be 
disproportionately amplified in the domestic process. When the Japanese representatives 
sought to gather the voices of twenty or so countries in opposition to uniform tariffication of 
agricultural products (Japanese Diet, January 10, 1994), it is nearly impossible to trace back 
the motivation inside the country.   

Overall, the typologies are only ideal types, and the focal point of different industries 
in respective countries can be located in various cells. As an example, the Japanese case is 
shown in Figure 1.  
 
Figure 1: Typology of Trade Policy Motivators for the Incumbent Government 
  International  
  Interests Relationship  
Domestic Interests (Agricultural 

products as 
Machinery  
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sustainable 
resources) 

Relationship  Textiles, 
Agricultural 
products, Livestock 
products 

 
(2) Step 2: Significance of the International Angle to the Domestic Agenda 

To understand the factors that carry over from bilateral trade policies to multilateral 
ones, it is worth emphasizing the axis on domestic versus international factors. While it was 
hard to delineate interest-driven factors from those motivated by relationships, these two 
factors becomes a watershed in differentiating the motivation behind multiples schemes. 

First, domestic calculations remain to be a constant as the country representative 
consider different international schemes for commitment. In the case of Japan, the domestic 
discourse on agricultural industry hardly saw a change over 40 years. However, Japan joined 
a multilateral forum in the aftermath of the Second World War, and embarked on its first FTA 
in the early 2000s with Singapore (i.e., Agreement between Japan and the Republic of 
Singapore for a New-Age Economic Partnership). Such changes happen by calculations on 
international factors, especially in terms of relationships rather than interests. This is because 
the liberal economic regime requires the maintenance of long-term relationships feasible to 
trade, rather than the prioritization of one-time interests gained through top sales. 

Second, the domestic-international axis matters in the praxis of government officials. 
It was explicit when the policy-maker spoke in tune with the international narrative as 
opposed to that of the domestic lobbying-group. There is a  sharp contrast between how 
domestic and international reasonings are perceived. No matter how firmly international 
signaling is intended to benefit the domestic population, and to serve the country’s long-term 
interests, political leaders continually face the risk of being criticized by the domestic 
audience for pandering to specific overseas constituencies. Antagonism intensifies when 
opponents perceive policies as being tied to the international arena— an abstract, 
depersonalized realm that can be readily constructed as an “other” in domestic discourse. 
This is not the case with visible, specific advocacy groups that posture themselves as the 
vulnerable.  

Overall, the shift from liberalization to protectionism, or vice versa, beyond different 
trade schemes, can be observed most likely due to the shifts in international signaling. For 
example, the first table in Figure 2 below shows a possible combination of preference 
towards or against trade liberalization due to both domestic and international factors. 
According to the theory of this paper, once the domestic factor favors liberalization, it 
remains in the same row over time, due to the sticky domestic situation. When the 
international factor also favored trade liberalization, a strong push for such policies will be 
observed. In the meantime, in case the intensity of such preference wanes in the second table, 
this is primarily due to the factor that can shift easily over time— that on international 
signaling. In other words, the red circles only move side ways in the same row, rather than 
vertically or diagonally.  
 
Figure 2: Shift in Trade Preferences over Time (Red circles shows an example.) 
(First Table: time 1, ex. bilateral trade agreement) 
  International 
  Liberalization Protectionism 
Domestic Liberalization Strong liberalization Clash 
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Protectionism Clash  Strong protectionism  
 
 
(Second Table: time 2, ex. multilateral trade agreement) 
  International 
  Liberalization Protectionism 

Domestic Liberalization Strong liberalization Clash 
Protectionism Clash  Strong protectionism  

 
(3) Step 3: The Nature of International Signaling  
​ If international signaling matters, and will either align with or go against the domestic 
policy preferences in trade, is there a tendency to move in either way over time? As a rule of 
thumb in multilateral diplomacy, even if the preferences of the major powers do not 
completely align with those of their peers, they should stick with others for most of the 
agenda, so as to avoid becoming a maverick (Takahashi 2020). As the maintenance of an 
economic regime is about an incessant series of signaling to keep up with the institutions on 
regulatory and normative levels, major powers should also be willing to do so on a routine 
basis. In line with Haas (2015), there is a need to go beyond dichotomous thinking about 
power and ideology in power transition theory of international institutions, and to look at the 
interconnectedness of actors and norms. 

Economic regimes are entangled in complexity when it comes to signaling, because 
there are consecutive bilateral, regional, intra-regional as well as multilateral negotiations 
going on at the same time. This is unlike environmental or human rights issues, where 
multilateralism dominates the space for international speech. As the negotiating parties are 
aware of potential perceptions by their counterparts, it is likely that major countries try to 
conform to their main message conveyed to the majority of their economic relations external 
to multilateral ones. If most bilateral relations concluded that the major country should lower 
its tariff rates, it would most likely try to do so on a multilateral level, as well as vice versa. 
This is the case with all kinds of pledges made on bilateral, regional, or even intra-regional 
levels outside of the multilateral/ universal fora, such as in the form of Free Trade Agreement 
(FTA), Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA), Regional Trade Agreement (RTA), Customs 
Union (CU), and so forth.  

For example, in forming its very first bilateral FTA with Singapore, MOFA was very 
clear about Japan’s emphasis on the WTO principle, and declared that other schemes were to 
be complementary (Japanese Diet, April 10, 2002). They even mentioned Article 24 as a 
provision of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), saying that most items, 
including those from major industries, must be traded with liberalized schemes if they were 
to establish an FTA. At the same time, the politicians and ministry officials were aware about 
the arbitrary nature of the extent of liberalization, and even pointed out to protectionist 
tendencies in their stipulations about agricultural products in the new FTA (Japanese Diet, 
April 10, 2002).  
​ As self-aware as Japan was about its attitudes on agriculture, discrepancy among 
different schemes could become questionable when Japan had to take a singular stance on the 
multilateral podium. With the agricultural case, Japan was coherent in a protectionist way, 
even if not otherwise. To the eyes of the US and Europe, who called for trade liberalization 
with agricultural products in creating the WTO, Japan had already been criticized for being 
protectionist. In this vein, Japan did not change its protectionist attitudes with a bilateral FTA 
with Singapore, which conveys its firm opposition against trade liberalization in the 
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agricultural sector.  
​ This is the same for all products and services, which may be exemplified in tariffs. As 
the negotiating parties were aware of potential perceptions by their counterparts, it would be 
likely for Japan to conform to its main message conveyed to most of their extra-multilateral 
economic relations. If most bilateral relations concluded that both parties lower their tariff 
rates, Japan would most likely do so on a multilateral level, as well as vice versa.  

This shows a contrasting case to the classical go-it-alone argument for major powers. 
Major powers cannot ignore their negotiations with smaller countries (Long 2017), let alone 
push through with their preferences, because they know their counterparts are watching. 
Rather ironically, major powers are more restrained by relational signaling than smaller 
countries, because they possess the manpower and budget to afford as many negotiations as 
they like. Furthermore, because  major powers enjoy a diversified economy, they afford to 
take relational assets into calculation, as opposed to dwelling on the protection of specific 
products/ services that are essential for survival.  

To summarize, the tripartite theory of this paper anticipates the red circle in Figure 2 
to stay in the exact same quadrant, rather than move sideways. When the domestic context 
requires a liberalizing policy for economic activities, it will be rational for the country to 
maintain its signals in the same direction for international signaling. This is also natural in the 
case of Japan, whose MOFA officials were desperate to signal commitment in economic 
liberalization as a country heavily dependent on trade. However, it is also the same when the 
domestic arena requires protectionist policies, as with Japan’s agricultural industry. It makes 
sense to avoid self-contradiction, even if it goes against the principles of the liberal 
international order— in fact, the Japanese representatives come up with reasons about food 
security, sovereignty and sustainability rather than protectionism when they deal with the 
question.   
 
Research Design and Hypotheses 
​ In order to test the theory on international relational assets as anchors for major 
powers in multilateral economic diplomacy, this paper takes up tariff rates as one of the most 
explicit forms of signaling. As a first cut analysis of the topic, explicit forms in numbers, 
rather than in rhetorical expressions, allow for quantifiable data to test out the theory.   

Collie and Hviid (1999) present a similar conceptual background for this paper in 
that tariffs can be seen as signals to other actors with incomplete information on the capacity 
of the domestic country to produce certain products. The difference in this paper is that 
preferential tariff rates are seen as signals for bilateral or regional commitments, and 
Most-Favored Nation (MFN) ones as those for multilateral arrangements.  

Regarding the institutional mechanism of tariff rates, there are three major tariff rate 
categories on the globe. Firstly, MFN tariff rates are what all WTO members promise to 
impose on other WTO members, unless they fall under the exceptional categories (WITS, 
“Types of Tariffs”). They can be altered so long as they are lower than their bound tariff rates 
listed in the WTO schedule of tariff concessions, because countries may want to adjust to 
new circumstances (Pauwelyn et al. 2016). In this paper, multilateral signaling by products 
and year are substantially measured by MFN tariff rates, because they offer the applied rates, 
and also because bounded rates have been fixed at the WTO Uruguay Round, with only some 
changes being made on an ad hoc bases, which does not allow for variation over time (WITS, 
“Types of Tariffs”).  

Aside from these two, all countries have adopted at least one preferential trade 
agreement that offers lower tariff rates than those with MFN (WITS, “Types of Tariffs”), 
based on beneficiary categories for each product and year. In this paper, preferential tariff 
rates serve as signaling targeted at a singular country or a group of countries that fall short of 
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multilateralism. Their rates are obviously lower than the MFN rates (WITS, “Types of 
Tariffs”),2 but their relative level across products do not necessarily correlate with that of the 
MFN rates, which makes it possible to use this as an independent variable. The main 
hypotheses are as follows. 
 

Hypothesis I: Preferential tariff rates pledged by a major country lower or higher 
the rates under their MFN treatments in the same direction.  

 
As the theory goes, major powers are primarily anchored by international relational 

assets, due to their size and diversified economy. However, it is also worth noting that their 
material asset calculations are primarily made on the domestic level, even if it changes only 
gradually in the long run. In contrast to taking up tariff rates as tools for relational asset 
management, this paper also takes up trade quantity from the past as being representative of 
their material asset control.  

Should there be an extraordinary reliance on imported goods for a certain category 
of products, even relational asset considerations can be put on hold. On a similar thread of 
thought, if the global market share of the major power regarding a specific product is high, 
they might rather go for its trade liberalization no matter what considerations they seek on a 
beneficiary basis.  

The quantities of trade, either in terms of import or market share, are added with a 
one-year temporal lag following the indicator on tariff rates. This is because tariff rates from 
the same year can directly impact the flow of trade and market share, and turn them into a 
collider between preferential and MFN tariff rates. The two variables do not appear in the 
same model, as there may be correlations between them. Overall, diminished effects of 
relational assets with material asset-related factors may be predicted as follows. 

 
Hypothesis II: Amount of import of a product from tariff beneficiaries in the past 
diminishes the effect of preferential tariff rates.  
 
Hypothesis III: Global market share of a product from the tariff-setting country in 
the past diminishes the effect of preferential tariff rates.  

 
​ The major countries setting up the tariff in this paper are the three major economic 
powers— the US, China and Japan. China refers to mainland China that is separate from 
Taiwan, and it also does not include Hong Kong and Macao as economically different 
jurisdictions in the datasets. This trio allows me to test if relational assets anchor the hegemon 
as well as the major powers, and the selection of the latter two from East Asia enables 
comparison in aligned regional conditions. The time span of the test is greatly affected by the 
availability of data. It spans from 1988 to 2023, which incorporates both the Cold War and 
post-Cold War era that pertain to whether economic liberalization was seen as a consensus on 
the globe.  
​ Control variables play a key role in economic modeling. Firstly, country traits may 
alter the level of tariffs. Economically smaller countries may place heavier weight in being 
protective about their domestic industries, hence imposing higher tariff rates on foreign 

2 As an exception to the MFN tariff rates (General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, GATT 1947),  
preferential tariff agreements (PTAs that usually refer to Free Trade Areas (FTAs) and Customs Unions 
(CUs)) are stipulated in “GATT 1947 Article XXIV: 4” and in “the 1994 Understanding on the 
Interpretation of Art. XXIV Enabling Clause” (Pauwelyn et al. 2016: 353-367). When PTAs are being 
established, countries need to notify the WTO, and present the transparency of the mechanism, and then 
conclude with a reasonable plan and schedule (Pauwelyn et al. 2016: 353-367).  
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imported products. Although the analysis is limited to the three major powers, it is worth 
incorporating the sheer size of economies, and especially that of China, who experienced a 
stark rise. This is proxied by Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in this paper. 

Secondly, countries’ economic complexity also matters. Having a complex economy 
relates to grappling with a high degree of diversity in products and services, which may deem 
tariffs as a negative transaction cost, or as a positive gatekeeper to its economic 
sophistication. This can be proxied by the Economic Complexity Index (ECI), which is based 
on a function that incorporates their complexity regarding factors on trade, patent and 
research (Stojkoski et al. 2023). They show how the ECI index is completely separate from 
the scale of economy, and the trade factor is essentially binary rather than continuous, trying 
to distinguish whether a country has comparative advantage in a given product. Therefore, 
ECI is a compatible factor to be incorporated with GDP for the same model. 

Thirdly, the complexity of the products will also alter calculation on their tariff rates. 
Products that require an intricate set of technologies may be worth importing, even if major 
powers had to give up on their tariff revenues. This is proxied by the Product Complexity 
Index (PCI), which essentially has a circulatory definition, according to Stojkoski et al. 
(2023), because ECI is stipulated by the number of high PCI products a country can manage, 
and PCI is defined with the number of high ECI countries involved in the products’ making. 
In order to avoid redundancy, ECI and PCI are never integrated into the same model 
simultaneously, and this paper uses separate datasets for the two indices.  
​ Data was downloaded, tweaked and combined in the following order. First, 
preferential tariff and MFN tariff data were downloaded from United Nations Conference on 
Trade and Development (UNCTAD) Trade Analysis Information System (TRAINS) database 
through the World Bank Trade Solution (WITS) website. I used the ad valorem rates in 
percentages, and eliminated approximately 1.03% of the observations due to their outlier 
values that somehow exceeded 100%. Their logged values were used. For the secondary 
explanatory variable, import quantity and global market share values were downloaded from 
the Harvard Atlas Website (International Trade Data), and their respective data in current US 
dollars or ratio were also logged.  

For control variables,  GDP comes from the World Bank website and values were 
logged, while ECI came from the Harvard Atlas website (Growth Projections and Complexity 
Rankings) and was used in its raw form. Finally, PCI came from the Observatory of 
Economic Complexity (OEC) platform and was also used in its original format.  

Finally, as the products were represented by codes from their WTO Harmonized 
Commodity Description and Coding System (HS) (in 6 digits) that change over time, it was 
necessary to create a concordance list to match the same products represented differently in 
the abovementioned datasets. This was done with the R package “concordance”. 

Hypotheses are presented in interaction models that focus on the relational asset 
(preferential tariff rates)  and the material asset (import or global market share) factors with 
fixed effects on country, year and product. Interaction models include a single-variable term 
on preferential tariff rates, which will enable me to test Hypothesis I. Meanwhile, interaction 
terms of the proxies of relational assets and material assets allow observation of the influence 
of “a one unit increase in material assets (import or market share from the previous year)” on 
“the effect that the relational asset (preferential tariff rates) has on its multilateral signaling 
(MFN tariff rates)”,3 which accords with the questions asked in Hypotheses II and III.   

3 Mathematically, the opposite effect (the influence of “a one unit increase in relational assets (preferential 
tariff rates)” on “the effect that the material asset (import or market share from the previous year) has on is 
multilateral signaling (MFN tariff rates)”) is also calibrated by the same coefficient. However, this does not 
hold true, because the proxies for material assets are added with a one-year temporal lag following the 
indicator on preferential tariff rates. 
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As to the selection of the fixed effect, they were chosen because tariff rates will 
normally see continuity as well as contingency due to all three factors. Standard errors were 
clustered by year and product, as there are only three categories (US, China and Japan) for 
the variable on countries.  
 
Results 

Table 1 shows the regression table from all the four models with the entire set of 
possible combinations of the material asset and control variables.4 In sum, one unit of 
increase in preferential tariff rates lead to somewhere between a 0.16 to 0.25% of increase in 
that of MFN for all models, and the results are statistically significant. This shows that 
Hypothesis I holds true.  

As to the interaction terms with both relational and material assets, the latter factor 
in import scale (from the year before) does not show any effect, either by itself, or when 
combined with the former factor in preferential tariff rates. Therefore, Hypothesis II was not 
shown to be the case. 

However, when it is calibrated with global market share, material assets seem to 
have influence on the major powers’ decision making on tariff rates to a certain extent. A 
one-unit increase in market share (from the year before) by itself decreases MFN tariff rates 
by 0.34% in Model 2, although it does not remain statistically significant in Model 4. This is 
intuitive in that countries with economies of scale in a particular product favor trade 
liberalization.   

As to its interaction term, a one unit increase in global market share (from the year 
before) leads to a 0.39% decrease (Model 2) or to a 0.49% decrease (Model 4) in the effect of 
preferential tariff rate on MFN tariff rates on the same product.  This accords to Hypothesis 
III in that material assets can play a role in the dynamics of multilateral signaling, and it also 
shows that relational asset effects are so strong that Hypothesis I still holds true under such 
circumstances. 

For the other control variables, GDP holds a constant effect, which stands out given 
that country fixed effects are also taken into consideration. It shows that having a bigger 
economy leads to lower tariff rates, which conforms to the idea that we live in an era of 
embedded liberalism (Ruggie 1982). ECI does not show any effect, however, alluding to the 
overly complex mechanism anticipated between tariffs and accumulated knowledge.  

Nevertheless, when the same is done on the product level with PCI, it turns out that 
the more complex knowledge products require, the lower their tariff rates become. This is 
also in conformity with the initial anticipation of this paper that states should prioritize 
gaining such products over securing tariff revenues.  
 
Table 1: Results of the Four Models 
 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Preferential 0.160 
(0.056)** 

0.235 
(0.027)*** 

0.246 
(0.087)** 

0.254 
(0.030)*** 

GDP -0.269 
(0.093)** 

-0.261 
(0.091)** 

-0.242 
(0.083)** 

-0.243 
(0.083)** 

ECI 0.229  
(0.221) 

0.230  
(0.220)   

PCI   -0.027 
(0.010)* 

-0.027 
(0.010)* 

4 The fit of the models and assumption checks are presented in the Appendix.  
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  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Import -0.010 　
(0.006)　　  -0.010 

(0.008)  

Preferential× Import 0.002  
(0.003)  -0.002 

(0.004)  

Market Share  -0.340 
(0.085)***  -0.117  

(0.107) 
Preferential× 
Market Share  -0.385 

(0.083)***  -0.485 
(0.100)*** 

------------------------------ -----------------  ------------------- --------------- ----------------- 
Num.Obs. 1586895 1586895 842239 842239 
R2 0.686 0.690 0.708 0.712 
R2 Adj. 0.685 0.690 0.707 0.711 
R2 Within 0.102 0.115 0.114 0.125 
R2 Within Adj. 0.102 0.115 0.114 0.125 

Std.Errors by: Year　& 
Product 

by: Year & 
Product 

by: Year & 
Product 

by: Year & 
Product 

FE: country X X X X 
FE: Year X X X X 
FE: Product X X X X 

 
Figure 3 below reiterates that Hypothesis I holds true, while no effects are observed 

regarding Hypothesis II, and that Hypothesis III is supported. Overall, they mean that 
relational assets have a stronger effect in that, major powers lower or heighten their MFN 
tariff rates in the same direction with their preferential tariff rates of the same products. They 
also mean that  material asset calculations in global market share can make a difference, 
although they do not cancel out the relational effects entirely.  
 
Figure 3: Coefficient Estimates and Their 95% Confidence Intervals of the Four Models 
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Discussion  

The beauty of focusing on three countries— US, China and Japan— is that tariff 
related policy documents are accessible (i) to validate that the assumptions made in this 
quantitative analysis regarding the institutional mechanisms were accurate. Furthermore, this 
section takes up some anecdotes (ii) to infer how respective major economies perceive 
preferential and MFN tariff rates and their relations. 
 
(1)​United States of America 

Although the American Constitution grants its Congress the power to take control of 
tariff policies, they have become the tool for US foreign policy after the 1930s, because they 
no longer carried heavy weight in terms of revenues (Casey 2025). Therefore, the US Trade 
Representative (USTR) as part of the Executive Office of the President coordinates with 
other ministries to negotiate and implement their tariff policies (USTR “About USTR”). 
According to the US Harmonized Tariff Schedule administered by the US International Trade 
Commission (USITC “HTS”), beneficiaries are either under the MFN category, preferential 
category, and the statutory category (JETRO, October 12, 2024).   

At the same time, there is Section 301 of the Trade Act of 1974 that grants USTR the 
“responsibilities and authorities to investigate and take action to enforce U.S. [US] rights 
under trade agreements and respond to certain foreign trade practices” (Schwarzenberg 2020: 
Summary). Other countries have contested this scheme as a unilateral measure, while the US 
has advocated for the policy to be serving WTO interests in most cases, and to allow for tariff 
imposition as one of its “retaliations” (Schwarzenberg 2020 : 13-14).  

With rich history in tariff policies, it will take up another paper to explain the 
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sentiments of the US towards preferential and MFN tariff rates. To get a glimpse of how 
preferential tariff rates are prone to politics, the American policy on GSP tariffs presents a 
good example. GSP was meant to provide developing countries that met certain criteria with 
unilateral trade preferences to foster development and eventually integrate them into the free 
market, but some communist regimes and countries linked to terrorist groups were excluded 
from the list (James 2010). In 2010, the US’s GSP provision was on the brink of expiration 
because a single senator objected to duty-free treatment for sleeping bags from Bangladesh 
(International Economic Law and Policy Blog; Palmer, December 21, 2010). These episodes 
present the American awareness of the signaling functions of specific tariff rates.  

The relation of such bilateral/ regional tariff rates to the MFN tariff rates in the 
viewpoint of the US is clear. As the Congressional Research Service notes, “FTAs [free trade 
areas] and CUs [customs unions] are authorized departures from the principle of 
Most-Favored-Nation (MFN) treatment, if relevant requirements are met” (Schwarzenberg 
2020: 193-194). Meanwhile, as to the relationship between MFN tariff rates as part of the 
WTO regime and Section 301, although it is noted that the US had historically relied on the 
WTO more than the latter, it is declared that the “United States [US] was not committing to 
invoke dispute settlement procedures if the USTR determined that a practice under 
investigation did not involve or was not covered by the WTO Agreements” (Schwarzenberg 
2020: 24). 

Overall, MFN tariff rates are set to be higher than the preferential ones, but the US 
seems to treat the two as isolated diplomatic subjects on the surface. This may be because it 
has been the largest economy without many fears about the perception of fellow WTO 
members. Nevertheless, as with bilateral and multilateral aid tactics of the US (Dreher et al. 
2022), it may have stealth campaign agenda in promoting the narrative of economic 
liberalization through tariff rates. 
 
(2)​China  

Ministry of Finance within the State Council of China is in charge of the 
negotiations and stipulations of tariff rates (Ministry of Finance of the People’s Republic of 
China). It has stipulated ordinances on tariffs since 1985, and has kept revising them over the 
years, especially when it joined the WTO in 2001, and in 2024, it has come to create a formal 
law considering the economic decoupling happening with the US (JETRO, May 7, 2025). 
Aside from Article 17 and the like that allows for retaliation in case its counterparts’ violate 
international law, the stipulations on tariff rates have not seen much change, and Article 12 
stipulates the procedures on applying MFN and preferential tariff rates (Tariff Law of the 
Pople’s Republic of China). This is in line with the assumptions made in the data analysis.  

Amidst the long-term path from Reform and Opening-Up, China’s Central Economic 
Work Conference ordered that the tariff rates be systematically lowered in 2020, and 
emphasizes how its overall tariff rate average is much lower than the average of the 
developing countries  (People’s Daily, January 7, 2020). Given how a People’s Daily article 
positively reports the decrease in tariff rates of products related to information technology 
based on the MFN principles, but also that of preferential tariff rates, it shows how both are 
seen as conducive to economic activities (People’s Daily, December 24, 2019). This is the 
same when it emphasized the lowering of tariff rates of quite a few products according to the 
Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) in early 2023— China also notes 
that it is also lowering MFN tariff rates for other products at the same time, all contributing to 
its commitment to trade liberalization held up by the WTO (People’s Daily, January 10, 
2023). China is different from the other two countries in that, it diplomatically identifies itself 
with the developing countries as in the recent statement article regarding Global South voices 
on the American tariff policies starting from 2025 (Xinhua Net, April 27, 2025). 
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As the rule taker in economic institutions regarding tariff rates, China seems to have 
less emphasis in discerning MFN tariff rates from preferential ones. Nevertheless, it refers to 
its own commitment to both factors as evidence of its support of the WTO regime. Product 
level analysis will be necessary to tell if China had an occasion where it lifted protectionist 
measures with a specific country, yet called for high MFN tariff rates, but this seems to be 
rare, as predicted in this paper’s data.  

 
(3) Japan  

Japan stipulates that its purpose of imposing tariffs is for (i) a safe society in terms of 
preventing the smuggling of arms and illegal drugs, (ii) an adequate and fair revenue that 
accounts for approximately 10% of the governmental taxes, and (iii) a secure and swift 
customs procedure (Ministry of Finance, Japan “Overview of Our Country's Tariff System”). 
A detailed flow chart of tariff rate application shows conformity with the idea that 
preferential tariff rates will not go beyond the MFN tariff rates (Japan Customs, “Process of 
Determining Tariff Rates”). As Japan has stipulated tariff related laws that are applied to 
countries who do not even fall under the category of MFN tariff rates (Japan Customs, “List 
of Relevant Laws and Regulations (Including Amendments)”), it positions both the MFN and 
preferential tariff as tools for economic liberalization.   

A former ministry related think tank, Institute for International Trade and 
Investments, even analyzes the effect of EPAs in comparison to the original MFN rates, 
hinting at the unpredictability of EPA rates based only on trade related factors (Takahashi 
2015). In fact, when a Ministry of Foreign Affairs representative made a statement to declare 
Japan’s commitment to free trade even after the devastating earthquake in 2011, the speech 
emphasizes how Japan had not even raised the tariff rates from the applied ones to the 
bounded ones (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Japan, “Meeting on Trade Policy Toward Japan”). 
A narrative that shows EPAs as exceptional and more liberal than MFN tariffs are seen in a 
report by a senior investment advisor of Japan External Trade Organization, or JETRO 
(Haseba, October 19, 2019), which alludes to the sentiment that overly low tariff rates with 
preferential treatment can contrast remarkably with stagnant and high MFN tariff rates.  

Ministry of Finance (MOF), and Japan Customs as its internal department are in 
charge of stipulating the tariff rates for each year, which are decided with negotiations from 
stakeholders through different ministries. They will bring it up to the Tax Commission of the 
Cabinet Office, and to the Diet as the fiscal budget agenda.  

Most recently, there has been an extensive discussion on whether GSP tariff rates 
have become redundant with many EPAs being formed (Postigo 2022), which was addressed 
by the Minister of Finance saying that GSP was also a diplomatic tool, and that it was in line 
with their endeavors to build economically liberal institutions (The 217th Session of the 
National Diet, March 11, 2025). However, in an internal meeting at the MOF, a government 
officer from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) also explained that the GSP had been 
extended over the years but is used less frequently these days due to the increase in EPAs and 
stricter rules of origin (Ministry of Finance, Japan. “Council on Customs, Tariff, Foreign 
Exchange and Other Transactions – Subcommittee on Tariffs (Meeting held on October 8, 
2021)”). The most recent case pertains to new law-making regarding its trade with Russia, 
since the G7 countries came together to deny its status as an MFN tariff rate beneficiary with 
the outbreak of the Ukraine War (Ministry of Finance, Japan, “Council on Customs, Tariff, 
Foreign Exchange and Other Transactions – Subcommittee on Tariffs (Meeting held on 
March 28, 2022)”). As the US denied its status with a special bill and the European Union 
(EU) decided to ban trade, Japan had to stipulate a new bill to deny its MFN status under 
urgent situations in international relations even if the country in question was a WTO 
member (Nikkei Shimbun, March 28, 2025). This also attests to the diplomatic signaling 
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aspect of tariffs, rather than that of a mechanical trading tool.  
Overall, Japan sees MFN as a backup plan in case preferential tariff rates do not 

work, and rather dwell on the proper distinction of GSP and other EPAs within the latter 
framework. However, in terms of signaling, it can be concluded that both MFN and 
preferential tariff rates are seen as signals for economic liberalization.  
 
(4) Synthesis of the Tree Anecdotes 
​ This section investigates the three anecdotes together for two reasons. Firstly, the 
three major economies started off with fundamentally different positionalities regarding 
economic liberalization, which might affect their perspectives on bilateral-multilateral tactics. 
Secondly, the three major economies have affected each other, which might alter the 
interpretation of their tactics.  
​ The US invented the post-war multilateral order to be economically liberal, and was 
also explicit about its political maneuvering of specific cases with bilateral or plurilateral 
cases. The degree of emphasis on political calculation was downplayed in certain times, such 
as right after the Cold War and before the rise of US-China rivalry, but has been persistent 
over time. In the meantime, China was in the position to prove itself as being conformant to 
the principle of economic liberalization upon its accession to the WTO in 2001. It became 
increasingly politically driven after the late 2010s, in the context of US-China rivalry. Finally, 
Japan prioritized economic growth after its defeat in the Second World War, and it gradually 
became exposed to the American-led economic liberalization, which involved trade frictions 
as is seen between the US and China today. On top of these diverse positionalities and 
interactions in the economic order, the vicissitudes of the WTO have left them with only a 
few to zero opportunities to change MFN tariff rates. 
​ Nevertheless, the anecdotes above show profound and common understanding of the 
three powers in the bilateral-multilateral nexus. Firstly, this nexus does not only move toward 
economic liberalization, but also against it. If they learn from bilateral relations that 
open-handed liberalization was not in their interest, they could also set or steer the 
multilateral decisions away from such policies. Therefore, the combination of quantitative 
analysis and the seemingly divergent experiences of the three countries attests to such 
overarching theory. Secondly, the set-up of MFN rates, as much as their change, are driven by 
the countries’ experiences with extra-multilateral fora.  

 
Conclusion  

This paper asked whether and how major powers care about international signaling 
to pursue relational assets in committing to the liberal economic order. Drawing on Japan’s 
decision-making processes, it developed a theory structured along two axes— 
material-relational and domestic-international— and underscored the importance of 
international signaling, whose effects spill over and propagate across multiple schemes within 
regime complexity. It specifically took up MFN tariff rates as their commitment signals on 
the multilateral fora and tested whether their pledges on bilateral/ regional levels with the 
preferential tariff rates influence such rates in the same direction. The interaction models 
showed that the US, China and Japan as the world’s three major economies care about what 
concessions they have made on external arenas to make sure they do not appear 
self-contradictory in committing to the same type of norms on the multilateral fora. It was 
also proved that although some calculations on material assets alter the MFN tariff rates, it 
does not cancel out the effect imposed by the relational asset calculations. Finally, this paper 
concluded by checking tariff related documents of the three countries to show that their 
MFN/preferential tariff rates’ institutional mechanisms were in line with the assumptions 
made in this paper, and touched upon some anecdotes to delve into their perceptions towards 
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the two types of tariffs.  
For further research, non-tariff measures and rhetorical signaling on the same set of 

products should be observed to get a holistic picture of the calculations of major powers. It 
will require higher resolution ideas about the dynamics of tariff politics both inside and 
outside the borders (Davis 2003; Gulotty 2020; Naoi 2015). 

Secondly, the tide of populism seems to sweep away the assumption that major 
powers uphold what is now seen as elitist capitalism. Should such assumptions change over 
time, it will not necessarily remain the case that major economies focus on maintaining 
economic ties, which would make it more difficult for smaller countries to anchor their 
behavior through extra-multilateral networks. Nevertheless, this paper presents how postwar 
economic liberalization until today has seen substantive commitment by the major 
economies, which was motivated through their bilateral/ regional tariff rates settled outside of 
the multilateral podium.  
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Appendix 
Tables A-1: Fit of Models 1 through 4  

　　　  
 
Tables A-2: Variance Inflation Factor Scores of the Variables in Models 1 through 4  
*Note that all models include interaction terms  
(Model 1) 
log_pref    
          

44.454670      

log_import    1.223904    

log_GDP   1.473672   

eci_hs92 1.373564 

log_pref:log_import  
 

43.949860 

(Model 2) 
log_pref    
          

1.804413                           
 

log_mktshare 1.363401 

log_GDP   1.390986  

eci_hs92 1.510542             
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log_pref:log_mktshare  1.899247 

(Model 3) 
log_pref    
          

71.983968                              

log_impor 1.289209  

log_GDP   1.155601 

PCI 1.025261 

log_pref:log_import  
            

71.691457 

(Model 4) 
log_pref    1.687248                         

 
log_mktshare  1.303018  

log_GDP   1.090978  

PCI 1.023653  

log_pref:log_mktshare 1.924559  
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