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Abstract  This paper examines the vital role of sustainability in global trade through 
a comprehensive literature review. It synthesizes existing research to 
explore the interplay between sustainability principles and international 
trade practices, focusing on environmental, social, and economic 
dimensions. Drawing from academic sources, the study analyzes the 
impact of sustainability standards on trade flows, the role of multinational 
corporations in promoting sustainable supply chains, and challenges and 
opportunities in mainstreaming sustainability in trade agreements. The 
findings underscore the necessity of integrating sustainability into trade 
policies and practices to foster inclusive, resilient, and environmentally 
sustainable global trade. Collaborative efforts among policymakers, 
businesses, and civil society stakeholders are essential to align trade 
objectives with sustainability goals and build a more sustainable future 
for global trade.  
 

  

Keywords  Collaboration; global trade; sustainability; sustainable development; trade 
policies 

   

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:geysbertjosua21@gmail.com


Asian Journal of Logistics Management, Vol. 3, No. 1, May 2024, pg. 20-28 

 

21 Lumempouw 

INTRODUCTION  

Sustainability has emerged as a paramount consideration in the contemporary discourse 

surrounding global trade, reflecting a growing recognition of the intricate interplay between 

economic development, social equity, and environmental preservation. As trade continues to 

serve as a powerful engine of economic growth and development, the imperative to align trade 

practices with sustainability imperatives becomes increasingly evident. 

According to the World Trade Organization (WTO), international trade has witnessed 

unprecedented growth over the past few decades, with global trade volumes quadrupling since 

1980, exceeding $18 trillion in 2019 (WTO, 2020). This exponential expansion has undoubtedly 

contributed to lifting millions out of poverty, facilitating technology transfer, and fostering 

economic integration among nations. However, this growth has also been accompanied by 

significant environmental degradation, social disparities, and economic vulnerabilities. 

The conventional paradigm of trade, often characterized by a relentless pursuit of economic 

efficiency and market access, has raised concerns about its adverse impacts on the environment 

and society. For instance, the intensification of global trade has led to increased carbon emissions, 

deforestation, and habitat destruction, exacerbating climate change and biodiversity loss (IPCC, 

2019). Moreover, trade liberalization has been associated with job displacement, income 

inequality, and the erosion of labor rights in some instances, posing challenges to social cohesion 

and human development (UNCTAD, 2019). 

In response to these challenges, there has been a growing consensus among policymakers, 

businesses, and civil society stakeholders on the need to rethink the traditional trade paradigm 

and embrace a more sustainable approach. Sustainability in the context of trade encompasses a 

broad spectrum of considerations, including environmental stewardship, social inclusivity, 

economic resilience, and ethical governance (UNCTAD, 2020). It emphasizes the importance of 

ensuring that trade practices not only foster economic growth but also contribute to 

environmental conservation, social equity, and human well-being. 

This study seeks to delve into the vital role of sustainability in global trade, aiming to unpack the 

complex dynamics and imperatives underlying the integration of sustainability principles into 

trade policies and practices. By conducting a comprehensive literature review and synthesizing 

existing research, this study endeavors to shed light on the opportunities and challenges 

associated with advancing sustainability objectives within the framework of international trade. 

The objectives of this study are twofold: firstly, to analyze the existing literature on sustainability 

in global trade, spanning diverse thematic areas such as environmental impact assessment, social 

equity, labor standards, and corporate governance; and secondly, to identify emerging trends, 

best practices, and policy interventions aimed at promoting sustainable trade. Through an in-

depth exploration of scholarly insights and empirical evidence, this study aspires to contribute to 

informed policymaking and advocacy efforts geared towards building a more inclusive, resilient, 

and sustainable global trading system. 
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The historical evolution of sustainability and its intersection with global trade reflects a 

multifaceted journey shaped by diverse socio-economic, environmental, and political factors. The 

concept of sustainability traces its roots to the environmental and social movements of the mid-

20th century, which highlighted the interconnectedness between human activities, natural 

ecosystems, and societal well-being (World Commission on Environment and Development, 

1987). 

One of the seminal milestones in the sustainability discourse is the publication of the Brundtland 

Report in 1987, titled "Our Common Future," by the World Commission on Environment and 

Development (WCED). The report introduced the concept of sustainable development, defining 

it as "development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their own needs" (WCED, 1987). This foundational document 

emphasized the importance of integrating environmental conservation, economic prosperity, and 

social equity into development strategies, laying the groundwork for a holistic approach to 

sustainability. 

In the realm of trade, the linkage between sustainability and globalization became increasingly 

salient as trade volumes surged and supply chains expanded across borders. The rise of 

multinational corporations (MNCs) and the proliferation of global production networks 

underscored the need for integrating sustainability considerations into trade policies and 

practices (UNCTAD, 2018). Concurrently, concerns about the environmental and social impacts of 

trade intensified, prompting calls for greater accountability and responsibility among businesses 

and governments. 

Against this backdrop, initiatives such as the establishment of the World Trade Organization 

(WTO) in 1995 and the proliferation of voluntary sustainability standards (VSS) in the 21st century 

reflected growing efforts to reconcile trade liberalization with sustainability imperatives (Götz & 

Heckelei, 2016). These developments signaled a recognition of the complex interplay between 

trade, environment, and development, and the need for innovative approaches to address 

sustainability challenges within the global trading system. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

Environmental Dimension  

The environmental dimension of sustainability in global trade encompasses a wide range of 

issues, including resource depletion, pollution, climate change, and biodiversity loss. Scholars 

have highlighted the environmental impacts of trade, such as increased carbon emissions from 

transportation and industrial activities, deforestation driven by agricultural expansion, and 

overexploitation of natural resources (Baldwin & Lopez-Gonzalez, 2015). Moreover, the 

globalization of production processes has led to the proliferation of environmental externalities, 

whereby environmental costs are often shifted to regions with weaker regulatory frameworks 

(UNCTAD, 2019). Efforts to address these challenges have focused on promoting green trade 



Asian Journal of Logistics Management, Vol. 3, No. 1, May 2024, pg. 20-28 

 

23 Lumempouw 

policies, enhancing eco-labeling schemes, and fostering sustainable consumption and production 

patterns (Barbier, 2017).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

 

Social Dimension  

The social dimension of sustainability in global trade centers on issues of labor rights, human 

rights, and social justice. Research has highlighted the prevalence of labor exploitation, including 

child labor, forced labor, and unsafe working conditions, in global supply chains, particularly in 

sectors such as agriculture, textiles, and electronics (UNCTAD, 2018). Moreover, trade 

agreements and investment treaties have been criticized for prioritizing investor rights over social 

and labor standards, leading to regulatory arbitrage and downward pressure on wages and labor 

protections (Gereffi & Lee, 2016). Efforts to address these challenges have included the adoption 

of international labor standards, corporate social responsibility initiatives, and the promotion of 

fair trade practices (UNCTAD, 2020). 

 

Economic Dimension  

The economic dimension of sustainability in global trade revolves around issues of economic 

development, poverty alleviation, and equitable distribution of benefits. While trade has 

contributed to economic growth and poverty reduction in many countries, it has also been 

associated with income inequality, job displacement, and vulnerability to external shocks 

(UNCTAD, 2017). Small-scale producers and developing countries often face barriers to accessing 

global markets, including tariffs, non-tariff barriers, and asymmetrical trade rules (Rodrik, 2018). 

Efforts to promote sustainable trade have focused on enhancing market access for smallholders, 

supporting inclusive value chains, and fostering technology transfer and capacity building in 

developing countries (UNCTAD, 2021). 

 

Cross-cutting Themes  

Across the environmental, social, and economic dimensions, several cross-cutting themes 

emerge, including governance, transparency, and stakeholder engagement. Scholars emphasize 

the importance of robust governance frameworks to ensure that trade policies and practices align 

with sustainability objectives and uphold principles of accountability and transparency (WTO, 

2019). Furthermore, stakeholder engagement, including the involvement of civil society 

organizations, labor unions, and indigenous communities, is seen as crucial for promoting 

inclusive and participatory decision-making processes in trade governance (UNCTAD, 2020). 

 

The literature on sustainability in global trade underscores the interconnectedness between 

environmental, social, and economic dimensions, highlighting the need for integrated and 

coherent approaches to promote sustainable trade. By addressing environmental degradation, 

social injustices, and economic disparities, sustainable trade has the potential to contribute to 
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the achievement of broader development goals and ensure a more equitable and resilient global 

trading system. 

 

METHODS  

This study adopts a research approach centered on a comprehensive literature review and library 

research to explore the relationship between sustainability and global trade. The methodology is 

grounded in the synthesis and analysis of existing scholarship, encompassing a wide range of 

academic sources, including peer-reviewed articles, books, reports, and policy documents. 

 

Selection Criteria 

The selection criteria for identifying relevant literature were guided by the study's focus on 

sustainability in the context of global trade. Articles and publications were considered if they 

addressed key thematic areas related to environmental, social, and economic dimensions of 

sustainability in trade. Additionally, preference was given to sources that provided empirical 

evidence, theoretical frameworks, and policy insights relevant to the study objectives. Both 

seminal works and recent contributions were included to capture historical perspectives as well 

as emerging trends and challenges in sustainable trade. 

 

Data Collection 

The data collection process involved systematic searches of academic databases, such as 

PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar, using keywords and search terms related 

to sustainability, global trade, environmental impact, social equity, and economic development. 

Additionally, relevant reports and publications from international organizations, such as the 

United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), the World Trade Organization 

(WTO), and the World Bank, were consulted to provide a comprehensive overview of the subject 

matter. 

 

Analytical Framework 

The analytical framework used in this study involved thematic analysis and synthesis of the 

literature to identify key findings, patterns, and trends across different dimensions of 

sustainability in global trade. Thematic coding was employed to categorize and organize the 

literature according to thematic areas, such as environmental impacts, social implications, 

economic considerations, and cross-cutting themes. This approach facilitated the identification 

of commonalities, disparities, and gaps in the literature, enabling a nuanced understanding of the 

complex relationship between sustainability and trade. 

 

Interpretation and Synthesis 



Asian Journal of Logistics Management, Vol. 3, No. 1, May 2024, pg. 20-28 

 

25 Lumempouw 

The interpretation and synthesis of the findings were guided by the overarching research 

objectives of the study, namely, to explore the vital role of sustainability in global trade and to 

identify emerging trends and challenges in promoting sustainable trade practices. By critically 

analyzing and synthesizing the literature, this study seeks to provide insights into the theoretical 

foundations, empirical evidence, and policy implications of sustainability in the context of 

international trade. 

 

RESULT AND DISCUSSION  

Impact of Sustainability Standards and Certifications on Trade Flows  

The literature review reveals a growing body of evidence on the impact of sustainability 

standards and certifications on trade flows. Studies suggest that adherence to sustainability 

standards, such as organic certification, fair trade labeling, and environmental management 

systems, can enhance market access and competitiveness for producers in both developed and 

developing countries (Jaffee & Howard, 2010). Consumers increasingly seek products that adhere 

to ethical and environmental standards, leading to a rise in demand for certified goods (UNCTAD, 

2019). However, challenges remain, including the costs of compliance, particularly for small-scale 

producers, and the proliferation of competing standards, which can create confusion and market 

fragmentation (Henson & Humphrey, 2010). Policymakers and businesses need to address these 

challenges through capacity building, technical assistance, and harmonization efforts to maximize 

the benefits of sustainability standards for trade and development. 

 

Role of Multinational Corporations in Promoting Sustainable Supply Chains  

Multinational corporations (MNCs) play a pivotal role in shaping global supply chains and 

influencing sustainability outcomes. Research highlights the efforts of MNCs to adopt sustainable 

sourcing practices, improve labor standards, and reduce environmental impacts across their 

supply chains (Gereffi & Lee, 2016). Initiatives such as corporate social responsibility (CSR) 

programs, supplier codes of conduct, and sustainability reporting have become increasingly 

common among leading MNCs (Hahn & Kühnen, 2013). However, scholars also point to 

challenges related to supply chain transparency, accountability, and enforcement mechanisms, 

particularly in complex and fragmented supply networks (Barrientos & Smith, 2007). Moreover, 

the power dynamics between MNCs and their suppliers can influence the extent to which 

sustainability objectives are prioritized and implemented (Humphrey & Schmitz, 2002). 

Addressing these challenges requires collaborative efforts involving MNCs, suppliers, 

governments, and civil society stakeholders to promote responsible business practices and 

ensure meaningful improvements in supply chain sustainability. 
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Challenges and Opportunities in Mainstreaming Sustainability in Trade Agreements  

Mainstreaming sustainability considerations in trade agreements presents both challenges and 

opportunities for advancing sustainable trade practices. Research indicates that trade 

agreements can serve as vehicles for integrating environmental and social standards into global 

trade rules, thereby promoting more sustainable production and consumption patterns 

(Gallagher & Sturgeon, 2009). Provisions related to environmental protection, labor rights, and 

intellectual property rights can help address negative externalities and promote responsible 

business conduct (WTO, 2018). However, scholars caution that trade agreements must strike a 

balance between trade liberalization and regulatory flexibility to avoid undermining sustainability 

objectives (Gallagher & Zarsky, 2007). Moreover, the effectiveness of sustainability provisions in 

trade agreements depends on their enforcement mechanisms, monitoring systems, and capacity-

building efforts (UNCTAD, 2020). Policymakers need to engage in inclusive and transparent trade 

negotiations, involving diverse stakeholders, to ensure that trade agreements contribute to 

sustainable development goals while fostering economic growth and competitiveness. 

 

Implications for Policymakers, Businesses, and Civil Society Stakeholders  

The findings of this literature review have significant implications for policymakers, businesses, 

and civil society stakeholders involved in global trade. Policymakers need to adopt a holistic 

approach to trade policy-making that integrates sustainability considerations into trade 

agreements, regulatory frameworks, and development strategies (UNCTAD, 2021). This requires 

collaboration across government agencies, international organizations, and civil society groups to 

develop coherent and coordinated policies that promote sustainable trade practices while 

safeguarding economic interests and social welfare. Businesses, particularly MNCs and supply 

chain actors, have a responsibility to uphold environmental, social, and governance (ESG) 

standards throughout their operations and value chains (UNCTAD, 2019). This entails investing in 

sustainable sourcing, ethical labor practices, and environmental stewardship, while ensuring 

transparency and accountability in reporting (Gereffi & Lee, 2016). Civil society stakeholders play 

a crucial role in advocating for policy reforms, monitoring corporate behavior, and promoting 

consumer awareness and activism (Barrientos & Smith, 2007). By engaging in dialogue and 

collaboration, policymakers, businesses, and civil society stakeholders can work together to align 

trade objectives with sustainability goals, contributing to a more inclusive, resilient, and 

sustainable global trading system. 

 
 

CONCLUSION  

In conclusion, this study has provided a comprehensive overview of the role of sustainability in 

global trade, drawing on insights from a wide range of academic literature. The findings 

underscore the interconnectedness between environmental, social, and economic dimensions of 
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sustainability, highlighting the need for integrated approaches to promote sustainable trade 

practices. 

Moving forward, it is imperative for policymakers, businesses, and civil society stakeholders to 

collaborate in integrating sustainability principles into trade policies and practices. This entails 

adopting a holistic approach that considers the environmental, social, and economic impacts of 

trade decisions and fosters inclusive and equitable development. By embracing sustainability, 

stakeholders can contribute to building a more resilient, inclusive, and environmentally 

sustainable global trading system. 

In summary, the vital role of sustainability in shaping the future of global trade cannot be 

overstated. It is essential for stakeholders to collaborate and take concerted action to integrate 

sustainability principles into trade policies and practices, thereby fostering a more inclusive, 

resilient, and environmentally sustainable global trading system. 
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