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WHITE PAPER 

 

1 Takeaway Brief: How the Media Should Interpret 

the Emerging U.S. Trade Realignment 
 

Overview 
The Trump Administration’s evolving approach to trade has drawn global scrutiny. At the 

center of its posture is what we term the Trump Tariff Doctrine (TTD), which uses tariffs to 

rebalance trade relationships and protect national interests. But beneath the headlines lies 

a deeper direction: the effort to restore a level playing field for competition. 

While the Administration has not formally adopted the “Anti-Competitive Market 

Distortions (ACMD)” framework, this White Paper presents it as a tool to enhance current 

practice. It offers the media a lens for interpreting U.S. actions not as protectionism for its 

own sake, but as part of an emerging strategy to remove distortions, revive fair 

competition, and thereby increase productivity and wealth — both at home and abroad. 

 

What’s Really Driving the U.S. Shift: Distortions, Not Just Deficits 
For decades, trade commentary has focused on tariffs and trade balances. But the U.S. has begun to place 

greater emphasis on behind-the-border policies in partner countries that disadvantage American firms and 

investors. These include: 

- Regulatory favoritism toward domestic firms, 

- Weak or politicized IP enforcement, 



 
 

 

 

2 
 

WHITE PAPER 

- Subsidies to national champions and SOEs, 

- Local content requirements, 

- Barriers to capital and data flows. 

 

The U.S. under the Trump Administration clearly recognizes that these distortionsi, which we term “Anti-

Competitive Market Distortions” are central to what has disadvantaged the U.S. for decades. This shift is 

not about decoupling or isolationism — it’s about making competition fair again. 

 

The ACMD Framework: A Diagnostic Tool for Reporters 
This white paper uses the term Anti-Competitive Market Distortions (ACMDs) pioneered by Shanker 

Singham and co-authors since the early 2000s to describe policies that undermine voluntary exchange and 

prevent open competition. These distortions reduce the efficiency of markets, entrench incumbents, and 

result in lower productivity and wealth for all. 

 

It outlines a 3-pillar structure to identify and address ACMDs and we find a robust correlation with GDP per 

capita: 
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1. International Competition (IC) - openness to foreign trade and investment between nations. 

2. Domestic Competition (DC) — promoting internal innovation and productivity by reducing barriers to 

voluntary exchange. 

3. Property Rights (PR) - clear, enforceable rights for assets, ideas, and contracts. 

We can thus measure the impact of improvements in these areas for countries and the economic impact 

on the US and the country itself.  

 

Why This Matters for Media Coverage 

1. The Strategy Is About Restoring Competition 
At its core, the Administration’s trajectory is not punitive. It is about using the only tool available - access 

to the US market — to force reforms that allow for unimpeded competition. US exports are suppressed by 

ACMDs in foreign markets and imports into the US artificially increased by distortions.  

2. Tariffs Are Tactical, Not Ideological 
Much media coverage treats tariffs as a final policy stance. In the logic of this paper, they are a means to 

an end: to motivate trading partners to remove structural distortions and move toward market-based 

engagement that will benefit all parties in the end. The US is presenting its trading partners with an offer. 

Come to the table with meaningful ways you intend to lower ACMDs, and we can discuss better access to 

our market for you. But if you don’t, then the US tariff will reflect your distorted market.  

3. Think of this like a Trade Round 
What is happening is more like a trade round such as have been negotiated in the GATT and WTO systems 

since the Second World War. The US recognizes that only a fraction of the total barriers to trade (about 

20% according to our calculations) were actually dealt with in the last forty years, leaving the 80% (non-

tariff ACMDs) to worsen.  The US has gone back to where the system started to go wrong in the 1970s, 

gone back to 1970s level tariffs, but opened the door to tariff reductions but only if countries commit 

actually reducing all their barriers.ii 
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4. There’s a New Standard for Evaluating Deals 
Rather than judging success only by tariff reductions or export boosts, reporters should ask: 

- Are distortions being removed? 

- Does the deal expand real competition? 

- Will it boost productivity, not just volume? 

- Will the deals increase GDP per capita? 

This is the metric that aligns most closely with the direction the U.S. is heading — and it’s how success 

should be evaluated. 
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What to Watch Going Forward 
- Shifts in the National Trade Estimate (NTE): Expect increasing attention to behind-the-border barriers. 

- Language in trade negotiations: Look for growing U.S. emphasis on regulatory transparency, subsidy 

discipline, and state-sector neutrality. 

- Requests for measurable reforms: These may include enforcement benchmarks and structural 

commitments tied to reciprocal tariff relief. 

 
The Role of the Media 
THIS FRAMEWORK EQUIPS THE PRESS TO: 

- EXPLAIN HOW CURRENT U.S. TRADE ACTIONS FIT INTO A BROADER ECONOMIC 

STRATEGY, 

- INTERPRET BILATERAL TENSIONS (E.G. WITH CHINA, THE EU, INDIA) THROUGH 

A COMPETITION-CENTERED LENS, 

- DISTINGUISH REAL STRUCTURAL BREAKTHROUGHS IN THE HISTORIC CONTEXT OF 

THE FAILURE OF US AND GLOBAL TRADE POLICY IN THE PAST 30 YEARS. 

IT ALSO GIVES REPORTERS A QUANTITATIVE METRIC — GDP PER CAPITA — TO 

PROVE CLAIMS OF GROWTH OR LOSS FROM TRADE POLICY DECISIONS. 

 



 
 

 

 

6 
 

WHITE PAPER 

Conclusion 
- The Trump Administration is pursuing a level playing field, using tariffs as leverage — 

but aiming at deeper reforms. 

- The ACMD framework proposed here is not yet official doctrine, but it helps explain the 

logic behind current moves and offers a better way to evaluate outcomes. 

- Reporters who adopt this lens will be able to decode actions, identify substantive 

reforms, and bring clarity to what is often portrayed as erratic or ideological trade policy. 

- The core question isn’t whether tariffs rise or fall — it’s whether distortions are being 

removed and competition is being restored. 
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2 Executive Summary 
The global economic system is not working as it was intended to, and economic growth has stagnated 

because of the failure to address this over the last 30 years. We believe that Anti-Competitive Market 

Distortions (ACMDs) have been and continue to be the greatest threat to economic growth, and our 

historic inability to confront them has allowed them to proliferate. In fact, our calculations indicate that 

around 80% of the economic impact of trade barriers come, not from tariffs, but from a set of insidious 

policies that favor incumbent interests over new entrants to the market. We have described these as 

ACMDs. They have been historically resistant to diplomatic and economic efforts to eliminate them, and it 

has never been clearer that urgent, dramatic, and drastic action is needed to combat them. This is the 

context for the Trump Administration’s reaction.  

The Trump administration's recalibration of global trade policy, embodied in the Trump Tariff Doctrine 

(TTD) and the Trump Economic Doctrine (TED), represents a fundamental realignment of the global trading 

system. Central to this shift is recognition that barriers to trade include not only conventional tariffs but 

also the whole network of ACMDs, which operate behind borders and inhibit voluntary exchange, suppress 

innovation, and destroy economic value. The framework presented focuses not only on the dismantling of 

tariffs, but on the broader economic distortions that undermine productive and allocative efficiency, 

damaging trade and devastating economies. ACMDs often appear invisible to traditional trade frameworks 

but exert a significant drag on economic growth by weakening internal competition and suppressing 

investment and innovation. The defining criterion is whether the distortion impairs voluntary exchange 

between willing buyers and sellers.  

While many have been critical of the TTD, the context for it is that these ACMDs have been proliferating, 

and US efforts to tame those in their trading partners over the last thirty years or so have failed.  In that 

light the TTD is designed to use access to the US market to drive countries into deals that reduce their 

ACMDs. If the result of the TTD is to reduce ACMDs around the world, and to lower US tariffs as a result, 

this would lead to substantial economic growth. Because the TED is also focused on reducing the US’ own 

anti-competitive regulations, the Administration recognizes that the reduction of these ACMDs around the 

world is critical to boosting economic growth. 

To quantify the effects of these distortions, we have developed an econometric model to measure the GDP 

per capita gains associated with improvements across three pillars: trade openness, domestic competition, 
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and property rights. The analysis reveals that domestic competition carries the greatest weight, with a 

one-point improvement in this pillar correlating with an estimated 11.2 percent increase in GDP per capita. 

The damage to US exporters has been severe.   But less well understood is the massive damage to the 

economies that impose these distortions as well, an overall lose-lose proposition. 

We also use the gap between distorted and optimal performances reflected in a decade’s worth of cross-

country data, to construct an ordinal index of distortions Index.  Even the most market-oriented 

economies increased their level of distortions during this period. The overall weight of distortions has 

increased sharply over the review period. 

The persistence and expansion of ACMDs has not been adequately addressed by traditional trade 

agreements, which have historically emphasized tariff reductions. As the visible tip of the iceberg, tariffs 

now represent a diminishing share of the trade policy challenge. The submerged mass of behind-the-

border distortions accounts for a far greater share of the economic loss. As such, the framework proposes 

that trade negotiations incorporate explicit commitments to reduce ACMDs, using GDP per capita loss as a 

diagnostic proxy and as a basis for calibrated reciprocal concessions. 

This structural problem is not limited to economic performance. ACMDs reinforce geopolitical tensions by 

creating environments of scarcity, suppressing broad-based growth, and encouraging resource 

nationalism. In particular, distortions linked to state-owned enterprises and outbound capital controls such 

as found in China have allowed certain economies to expand influence through non-market channels, 

destabilizing both markets and strategic alliances. The failure to correct these dynamics therefore poses a 

national security risk to the United States but also threatens general global stability. 

Trading partners should view ACMD reduction not as a concession to the US, but as a direct pathway to 

reciprocal economic benefit. The National Trade Estimate (NTE) whose entries have been steadily 

increasing over the years contains listings of barriers which US trading partners must address, and 

correlates to ACMDs and the ordinal index of distortions.  Countries that make credible offers to reduce 

barriers listed in their NTE entries, particularly in areas related to anti-competitive regulations, regulatory 

discrimination, and failure to protect property rights in all their forms are more likely to see corresponding 

relief from US tariff reductions. Offers that are measurable, transparent, and lower the damage to the US 

economy as proxied by the GDP per capita metric are most likely to be durable, enforceable, and mutually 

beneficial.   
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US companies also have a role to play. The barriers catalogued in the NTE originate from submissions by 

US firms. In the current environment, these firms are in a strong position to press for structural reform 

abroad by using the possibility of US tariff relief as leverage. Companies should also re-evaluate supply 

chains to minimize exposure to jurisdictions with persistent distortions and should coordinate with trading 

partners on mutual reform priorities. The likelihood of achieving market access improvements has never 

been higher, provided that firms engage constructively with policymakers and foreign counterparts to 

eliminate entrenched barriers. 

The benefits of reducing ACMDs are not marginal. Gains in GDP per capita translate into higher wages, 

broader market access, increased consumer choice, and fiscal space to address pressing domestic needs. 

For the United States, sustained growth through ACMD reduction offers the most viable strategy for 

reversing the rising debt-to-GDP trajectory without sacrificing public investment. For trading partners, 

reform unlocks latent economic energy and mitigates the political risks associated with stagnation, 

inequality, and capital misallocation. For developing countries, the reduction of ACMDs directly supports 

poverty alleviation and inclusive growth. 

If properly implemented, the framework set forth in the TTD and TED could mark the beginning of a new 

era of US and global growth. The opportunity is not just to rebalance trade, but to reverse decades of 

wealth destruction caused by entrenched distortion. A reduction in ACMDs, if undertaken at scale, could 

catalyze the kind of broad-based prosperity that characterized the postwar period.  But for this to happen, 

there will need to be agreements that meaningfully reduce ACMDs and a pathway to achieving them. 

3 Access the Entire White Paper by Clicking Here 

 

 
i See Forward to the 2025 National Trade Estimate issued by USTR Jamieson Greer for a list of 14 type of non-trade barriers and 
distortions. 
ii USTR Jamieson Greer has described the current trade situation as follows in his August 7 New York Times Opinion piece: “Over 
the past three decades, the United States slashed barriers to our market to allow vast inflows of foreign goods, services, labor 
and capital. At the same time, other countries kept their markets closed to our goods and deployed a suite of policies —such as 
subsidies, wage suppression, lax labor and environmental standards, regulatory distortions (emphasis added) and currency 
manipulation — to artificially boost exports to the United States. This approach made the United States and a handful of other 
economies the consumers of last resort for countries pursuing beggar-thy-neighbor economic policies.” 

https://competere.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/Final-White-Paper-for-Publishing-August-2025.pdf
https://ustr.gov/sites/default/files/files/Press/Reports/2025NTE.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/08/07/opinion/trump-trade-tariffs.html?searchResultPosition=3

