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Abstract

The transformation of global trade from goods to data has redefined the foundations of economic power and diplomacy.
Yet, despite Africa’s emergence as a digital frontier, U.S. trade engagement with the continent has remained rooted in
outdated frameworks centered on physical commodities and aid. This study examined the evolving landscape of digital
trade diplomacy and argued that digital trade not goods will determine future global economic leadership. Through a
comparative qualitative analysis of policy frameworks, trade documents, and expert interviews across 4 Africa
countries, the research explored how the United States could reposition itself as a strategic digital partner in Africa’s
innovation-led economy. The findings revealed that while China and the European Union had developed cohesive digital
engagement strategies through infrastructure and regulatory diplomacy, U.S. initiatives remained fragmented and
reactive. However, the study found that the United States retained comparative advantages in innovation ecosystems,
cloud infrastructure, and digital finance, which could serve as the foundation for a new U.S.-Africa Digital Trade
Partnership Framework. Such a framework would integrate three pillars: regulatory interoperability, ecosystem co-
creation, and inclusive market access. The research concluded that the United States must move beyond symbolic
engagement and institutionalize Digital Trade Diplomacy, a model that merges economic strategy, technological
cooperation, and shared governance to foster mutual prosperity and strengthen its global competitiveness in the digital
age.
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1. Introduction

The twenty-first century has ushered in a paradigm shift in global trade. Goods and services are increasingly exchanged
not through physical containers but through data flows, digital platforms, and intangible assets that underpin modern
economies. The World Bank (2020) estimates that cross-border data flows now contribute more to global GDP than
merchandise trade, signaling a transition toward what scholars term the digital trade economy. Within this new
architecture, the rules that govern the flow of data, algorithms, and online services have become central to economic
competitiveness and global influence. Yet, despite its technological leadership, the United States remains under-engaged
in shaping digital trade relations with Africa, the world’s fastest-growing digital market.

The U.S.-Africa economic relationship has historically been anchored in physical trade, energy, and humanitarian aid,
embodied in frameworks such as the African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA). While AGOA opened market access
for African goods, it was conceived in a pre-digital era and is poorly equipped to address contemporary issues like cross-
border data governance, digital services taxation, or e-commerce interoperability. In contrast, the European Union has
advanced Digital Economy Partnership Agreements (DEPAs) and GDPR-based data partnerships, while China has
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deepened digital integration with African states through its Digital Silk Road initiative. These developments position
Africa as a critical arena in the geopolitical contest for digital influence.

Africa’s digital transformation is no longer a projection, it is underway. With over 650 million mobile internet users, a
rapidly expanding fintech sector, and regional integration through the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA),
the continent is redefining its role in the global digital economy. The AfCFTA’s Protocol on Digital Trade (finalized in
2023) establishes a regulatory foundation for data flows, e-commerce, and digital taxation across 55 states. However,
U.S. engagement remains fragmented, channeled mainly through private sector investments and donor-driven digital
inclusion programs. The absence of a coherent U.S.-Africa Digital Trade Strategy risks ceding influence to competitors
and missing the opportunity to co-create governance standards with Africa’s digital economies.

This study argues that digital trade, not goods trade, will define the next phase of U.S. global economic leadership. It
proposes that the United States must transition from transactional trade frameworks to a Digital Trade Diplomacy
approach, one that integrates innovation ecosystems, regulatory cooperation, and inclusive technology partnerships.
The research explores how this shift can strengthen the United States’ competitiveness, enhance mutual prosperity, and
align with the 2022 U.S. Strategy Toward Sub-Saharan Africa, which calls for deeper partnerships in digital
transformation, infrastructure, and youth innovation.

2. Problem Statement and Research Objectives

The research was driven by a pressing recognition that the relationship between the United States and Africa remained
anchored in outdated paradigms of trade, dominated by goods, commodities, and energy exchanges. Despite the rapid
evolution of the global economy into a digital and data-driven system, U.S.-Africa trade frameworks had not
meaningfully evolved to reflect the centrality of digital commerce, data flows, and innovation ecosystems. Initiatives
such as the African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA) and Prosper Africa were conceived in an era where trade policy
revolved around physical exports rather than intangible digital assets. This created a structural mismatch between the
United States’ policy instruments and Africa’s economic realities.

At the same time, Africa had emerged as one of the world’s fastest-growing digital frontiers. Over 650 million Africans
were connected to the internet by 2024, supported by a booming fintech ecosystem, cross-border e-commerce
platforms, and a youthful innovation base. Yet, the United States despite its historical leadership in the digital economy
remained only marginally engaged in shaping Africa’s emerging digital markets. Programs such as Power Africa, Prosper
Africa, and Digital Transformation with Africa (DTA) provided useful entry points but lacked the policy coherence and
institutional coordination required to constitute a strategic framework for digital trade diplomacy. This policy
fragmentation created an institutional vacuum that competitors, most notably China and the European Union, were
quick to fill through more coordinated digital diplomacy strategies.

The absence of a structured U.S.-Africa digital trade partnership had several implications. First, it meant that the United
States had limited influence over the rule-making processes currently shaping Africa’s digital future ranging from data
protection frameworks to e-commerce regulations. Second, it placed U.S. companies at a competitive disadvantage in
markets increasingly aligned with either the European Union’s GDPR-based regulatory systems or China’s Digital Silk
Road architecture. Third, it risked marginalizing African innovators by depriving them of access to U.S. markets,
technology standards, and investment opportunities that could enable inclusive digital growth. The net effect was a lost
opportunity for mutual prosperity and diminished U.S. strategic presence on a continent that is becoming pivotal to the
global digital economy.

The research therefore sought to respond to three interrelated objectives. The first was to analyze why U.S.-Africa
economic relations had remained centered on traditional trade models and to trace the structural and institutional
factors that had prevented the integration of digital trade into existing frameworks. The second was to assess, through
comparative analysis, how other global actors, particularly the European Union and China had leveraged digital
diplomacy to expand influence in Africa’s technology markets. The third objective was to propose a forward-looking
framework for U.S.-Africa Digital Trade Diplomacy, outlining how the United States could reposition itself as a
constructive and competitive partner in Africa’s digital transformation. The study ultimately aimed to demonstrate that
digital trade is not merely an economic concern but a strategic pillar of twenty-first-century diplomacy, capable of
advancing both U.S. competitiveness and Africa’s inclusive development.
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3. Literature Review

The literature on international trade and diplomacy has historically focused on the exchange of tangible goods and
services. Classical trade theories ranging from Ricardo’s comparative advantage to Heckscher-Ohlin models were built
upon assumptions of physical production and cross-border exchange. However, as digitalization transformed
production, consumption, and communication, scholars began to recognize that the traditional boundaries between
goods and services were dissolving. Baldwin (2019) argued that globalization had entered a new phase, characterized
by the trade of ideas and data rather than materials. The World Bank (2020) likewise noted that cross-border data flows
contributed more to global GDP growth than merchandise trade, highlighting a structural realignment of international
commerce.

The concept of digital trade emerged to describe these new realities. According to the OECD (2019), digital trade
encompasses transactions of goods and services that are digitally ordered or delivered, including e-commerce, data
transfers, digital services, and intellectual property exchanges. Meltzer (2019) expanded this definition to include the
governance of data, privacy, cybersecurity, and taxation, arguing that digital trade policies are now as central to
international relations as tariffs or investment treaties once were. Scholars such as Aaronson (2020) have linked digital
trade to democratic governance, suggesting that the rules governing data reflect deeper ideological contests between
open and closed information systems.

In Africa, literature on digital transformation has proliferated over the past decade, with studies emphasizing the
continent’s leapfrogging potential (Ndemo and Weiss, 2017; Signé, 2020). UNCTAD (2022) and the Economic
Commission for Africa (ECA, 2023) documented the rise of Africa’s digital economy, identifying fintech, e-commerce,
and mobile communication as key growth drivers. Yet, despite this transformation, digital trade governance across
African countries remained fragmented, with multiple overlapping regulations and infrastructural bottlenecks. The
African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) attempted to address these challenges through its Protocol on Digital
Trade, finalized in 2023, which seeks to harmonize data governance, cross-border taxation, and cybersecurity.

Parallel to these developments, global powers began integrating digital diplomacy into their foreign policy strategies.
The European Union operationalized GDPR diplomacy, exporting its regulatory framework for data privacy through
trade agreements and cooperation programs (Bradford, 2020). China’s Digital Silk Road leveraged infrastructure
investment, cloud computing, and digital payment systems to extend influence across Africa and Asia (Segal, 2021).
These models reflected distinct normative approaches: the EU emphasized governance and rights; China emphasized
infrastructure and state control. The United States, by contrast, emphasized innovation and private-sector leadership
but lacked a coherent policy architecture to translate this into structured engagement.

The gap in the literature was thus twofold. First, while scholars had examined Africa’s digital transformation and the
global geopolitics of technology, little research had explored the intersection of digital trade and diplomacy in U.S.-
Africa relations. Second, most analyses of Africa’s digital economy were descriptive, focusing on growth trends rather
than the institutional arrangements shaping governance. This study contributed to bridging both gaps by introducing
the concept of digital trade diplomacy as a theoretical and policy construct that integrates economic engagement,
regulatory alignment, and innovation cooperation.

4. Theoretical Framework

The study was grounded in a hybrid theoretical framework combining insights from global value chain theory,
innovation diplomacy, and digital governance. These perspectives together provided a multidimensional lens for
analyzing how nations exercise influence in the digital economy.

Global value chain (GVC) theory, as developed by Gereffi (2005) and Sturgeon (2008), posited that economic activities
were increasingly fragmented and geographically dispersed, coordinated through digital technologies and intangible
assets. In this view, competitiveness was not determined by manufacturing capacity alone but by control over
intellectual property, standards, and digital infrastructure. Applying this lens to Africa’s digital economy revealed how
global actors competed to embed their technological standards and data architectures within African markets, thereby
shaping long-term dependencies and governance norms.

Innovation diplomacy extended this framework by emphasizing the role of knowledge ecosystems, research networks,

and startups as instruments of soft power. According to Riiffin and Schmitz (2019), innovation diplomacy involves using
science and technology collaboration as a diplomatic tool to foster mutual trust and influence. For the United States,

11



GSC Advanced Research and Reviews, 2025, 25(02), 009-015

which historically led in innovation and technology policy, the failure to leverage innovation diplomacy in Africa
represented a missed opportunity to build enduring partnerships grounded in shared research, digital
entrepreneurship, and open standards.

Finally, digital governance theory provided the normative and regulatory dimension of the framework. As argued by
Nye (2021) and Aaronson (2020), the governance of data and technology is now a key domain of geopolitical
competition, where norms of openness, privacy, and sovereignty reflect competing ideological visions. In Africa, where
regulatory systems are still evolving, the competition between U.S., EU, and Chinese models effectively constitutes a
struggle over digital sovereignty. The framework therefore conceptualized digital trade diplomacy as the intersection
of these three domains economic value chains, innovation ecosystems, and governance norms where strategic
engagement determines both influence and inclusion in the emerging global digital order

5. Methodology

The study employed a comparative qualitative design that combined document analysis, elite interviews, and trade data
interpretation. This approach was selected because digital trade diplomacy is an evolving policy field shaped by both
formal agreements and informal networks of cooperation. Quantitative indicators alone could not capture the
normative, political, and institutional nuances underlying policy decisions; hence, a qualitative methodology was most
suitable.

Data collection spanned two levels. At the policy level, the study analyzed major U.S., EU, and Chinese digital engagement
strategies, including AGOA, Prosper Africa, the Digital Transformation with Africa initiative, the EU’s Global Gateway,
and China’s Digital Silk Road. Official documents, white papers, and speeches were examined to extract policy language,
objectives, and institutional arrangements. At the operational level, interviews were conducted with policymakers,
digital entrepreneurs, and trade officials across Nigeria, Kenya, Ghana, and Rwanda. These interviews provided insights
into how digital trade policies were perceived, implemented, and negotiated in practice.

To ensure validity, data triangulation was employed. Findings from interviews were cross-checked against secondary
sources such as WTO digital trade reports, UNCTAD’s Digital Economy Report (2022), and AfCFTA documentation. The
analysis proceeded in two stages. First, thematic coding was used to categorize engagement models across three axes:
infrastructure investment, regulatory cooperation, and innovation partnerships. Second, comparative synthesis
identified areas of convergence and divergence between the U.S,, EU, and Chinese approaches.

Limitations of the study included restricted access to certain government-level negotiations and the rapidly changing
nature of digital policies. However, these were mitigated through reliance on contemporaneous data and triangulation
of multiple sources. The methodology thus provided a balanced, evidence-based foundation for analyzing digital trade
diplomacy as both a policy instrument and a form of international influence.

6. Findings

The findings revealed that the United States lagged significantly behind both the European Union and China in formal
digital trade engagement with Africa. While the EU had institutionalized its engagement through regulatory
harmonization and the export of its data governance model, and China had embedded itself through large-scale digital
infrastructure investments, U.S. engagement remained dispersed across agencies and initiatives. Programs such as the
Digital Transformation with Africa initiative and Prosper Africa made valuable contributions but lacked an overarching
policy framework that unified private sector investment, digital governance, and trade negotiation under a single
diplomatic strategy.

However, the research also found that the United States possessed several underutilized comparative advantages. Its
leadership in cloud infrastructure, digital finance, and innovation ecosystems remained unmatched. American
technology companies such as Google, Microsoft, and Visa were already deeply embedded in African markets,
supporting data centers, payments infrastructure, and digital skills programs. These private sector linkages represented
a foundation upon which a formal digital trade diplomacy framework could be built.

The study projected that a reimagined U.S.-Africa digital trade strategy if anchored on rule-based engagement and
mutual capacity-building could yield substantial benefits. African firms integrated into U.S.-linked digital supply chains
would gain from access to advanced technologies, fair competition, and global markets, while U.S. firms would gain entry
to one of the fastest-growing digital consumer bases in the world. The findings thus suggested that U.S. policy success
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depended less on financial scale and more on institutional coherence, regulatory collaboration, and recognition of Africa
as a co-architect of global digital governance

7. Discussion and Policy Implications

The discussion underscored that digital trade diplomacy had become the new frontier of international economic
statecraft. The findings confirmed that Africa’s digital transformation presented both an opportunity and a test for U.S.
foreign policy. While the United States continued to champion open and innovative digital ecosystems, it had yet to
institutionalize these ideals into concrete trade diplomacy instruments. The absence of a unified strategy left space for
alternative governance models that were not always aligned with open-market and democratic principles.

From a policy perspective, the research emphasized the urgency of developing a U.S.-Africa Digital Trade Partnership
Framework anchored on three pillars: regulatory interoperability, ecosystem co-creation, and inclusive market access.
Such a framework would formalize the dialogue between the U.S. government, African Union institutions, and the
AfCFTA Secretariat on issues such as data localization, cybersecurity, and taxation of digital services. It would also
facilitate the establishment of digital standards aligned with open internet principles, ensuring that Africa’s regulatory
future was shaped collaboratively rather than imposed externally.

The study also suggested that the United States needed to broaden its understanding of diplomacy to include non-state
actors. Innovation hubs, universities, and technology firms were no longer peripheral but central agents in shaping
digital economies. Embedding innovation attachés within U.S. embassies and establishing a U.S.-Africa Digital Council
could institutionalize continuous engagement. Moreover, aligning USAID and DFC funding mechanisms with digital
trade priorities would ensure coherence between development assistance and economic diplomacy.

Overall, the policy implications were clear: the U.S. must move from a fragmented, program-based approach to a
cohesive digital diplomacy strategy that aligns commercial, regulatory, and developmental objectives.

8. Conclusion

The study concluded that digital trade had become a defining axis of global power and competitiveness. For the United
States, rethinking its engagement with Africa’s tech markets was both an economic and strategic necessity. The research
demonstrated that U.S.-Africa relations, while historically productive in traditional trade and aid domains, remained
underdeveloped in digital governance and innovation cooperation. In a world where economic influence is increasingly
determined by data, algorithms, and platforms, the failure to engage strategically in Africa’s digital future would
represent a missed opportunity of historic proportions.

Africa’s digital rise offered the United States a chance to redefine partnership not through paternalism or rivalry but
through collaborative digital statecraft, a relationship grounded in shared innovation, fair digital trade, and inclusive
prosperity. The concept of Digital Trade Diplomacy, as articulated through this study, provided both a theoretical
framework and a policy roadmap for achieving this vision. By institutionalizing digital trade cooperation, aligning
regulatory systems, and supporting Africa’s innovation ecosystems, the United States could secure its role as a
constructive partner in shaping a free, open, and equitable global digital economy.
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