
The economic role of the Triad in today’s world economy
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The world economy of the 21st century is more imbalanced and variable than 

ever. According to World Bank data, the GDP per capita of the Burundi 

was 274 USD in 2020, whereas that of Luxembourg was 115,874 USD. 

This more then 415-fold difference highlights the astonishingly huge 

problems with the economy, which have several causes, the most important 

ones being:

• the international development gap;

• structural and institutional changes to the world economy;

• accelerated globalisation.

• Modernization theories (backwardness theories):

– Internal factors

– External factors
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The international development gap

• It has been taking shape for centuries

• Asymmetric interdependencies (mutual dependency relations) have formed in 

the fields of 

– property relations, 

– international trade,

– the division of labour, 

– international financial and monetary relations (pervert flow of capital), 

– the transfer of technology, 

– the international mobility of the labour force,

– information flows. 

• Periphery countries have become the minority raw material suppliers of the 

world market

– uneducated inhabitants are not competitive in a globalised world

– distorted internal economic structure (characteristically, dual)

– unsettled social-economic-political conditions

– imperfections of the world economic market and the failures of state 

economic policies
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Structural and institutional changes to the world economy

• Profound structural and institutional changes 

– The scientific and technological revolution, the transformation of 

the division of international labour concerning the structure of 

goods and industries and the increasing role of services have 

caused shifts in economic power relations, as a result of which the 

Triad has become dominant.

• + Transnationalisation (the emergence of transnational and 

multinational companies) and globalisation trends

the structural imbalances of the world economy have become more acute
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Structural and institutional changes to the world economy

• Global imbalances have led to crises 

– the first global oil crisis in 1973, 

– the 1982 debt crisis in Mexico, 

– the stock exchange traumas of the 1990s, 

– crises in Argentina, Mexico, market crashes, etc. 

These indicate increasing vulnerability of world economies!

• structural reasons: 

– the sectoral imbalance of the division of international labour, 

which is due to the scientific and technological revolution in the 

centre countries (i.e. the industrial sector). 

– worsening world economic situation of peripheral countries 

(indebtedness).

• Institutional reasons include the fact that the institutions and 

regulatory tools of economic processes and economic policy 

systems have failed to meet the challenges of accelerated 

transnationalisation. 8



Accelerated globalisation

Globalisation has been one of the processes with the greatest impact of the past 

decades, with significant influence even today on the development of the 

world. It has been defined in a number of ways: as a “great change” (T. 

Palánkai quoting the expression of Károly Polányi), or as global 

integration, while others emphasise the increasing internationalisation or 

standardisation of economic relations (Á. Bernek – P. Farkas, 2002), the 

common feature of definitions being its complexity as a historical process.
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Theories

The most characteristic of all interpretations includes the idea of 

hyperglobalisation, whose followers (R. B. Reich, P. Drucker) state that 

the world economy has become increasingly globalised and that the 

development of the world economy, changes in the division of international 

labour, financial globalisation, the fact that global institutions have been 

established and become stronger and the global-scale mixing of cultures all 

represent a radically new world order. According to this perspective this 

order may bring an end to the existence of national states, the theory 

implying the homogeneous unity of the global market.

Leftists (such as I. Wallerstein, A. G. Frank) take as a starting point the 

uniformity of the system of the capitalist world economy, regarding it as 

impossible to reform due to the world economic order and the pursuit of 

profit which it characterises. They therefore believe it is on the way to 

collapsing.
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Other theories:

• Francis Fukuyama: end of history (1992)

• Immanuel Wallerstein: bipolar world remains

• Zbigniew Brzezinski: chaos after the cold war
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Theories

Representatives of the transformation theory (A. Giddens, P. Dicken) share 

neither the hyperglobalist nor the sceptical approach but consider 

globalisation (i.e. economic interdependence) to be a change in quality 

which applies at the national level, although national sovereignty has new 

content since relations between sovereignty, state power and territoriality 

have become more complex and decision-making has become better shared 

between the national, regional and global levels. 

There are some (P. Hirst, G. Thompson) who believe that today’s world is 

no more globalised than it was at the turn of the 18th and 19th

centuries. Of course, there are a number of other theorists (R. Gilpin, the 

sceptics, etc.) who have interpreted globalisation and its impacts as well (T. 

Szentes, 2004).
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New era

Out of the many world economic processes that are inducing globalisation, 

rapid technological development (especially communication technology), 

the growing economic role of transnational companies and the fact that 

money is becoming more important than ever before have all resulted in 

significant economical, social and cultural changes in the world.

The characteristics of the new era of globalisation according to I. Berend T. 

(2004) are the following:

• a sharp increase in international trade;

• a dramatic increase in the role of foreign capital investments;

• the division of international labour has been transformed;

• the main actors of globalisation are multinational corporations; their 

dominance having become significant at the end of the 20th century;

• a great increase in the scale of speculative transactions (whose value may 

be 50 times higher than the value of world trade).
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The world economy at nowadays

• World economic action centres:

– areas that influence the whole of the world economy, 

– where the premises of the biggest and strongest transnational 

multinational companies and banks are located 

– strong concentration of capital. 

• Central states which belong to these areas also serve as world economy 

centres of information, decision-making, authority and organisation.

• They are the biggest innovation centres in the world, their high-level and 

very costly R&D ensures a leading role for dynamic industries in their 

economies (genetic engineering, biotechnology, nanotechnology, 

infocommunication technologies, military industry, etc.), which also 

ensures their future technological and development superiority. 

• High added value and high incomes make them huge solvent outlet markets 

as well.
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The world economy at nowadays

During the past decades the world economic action centres have included the 

North American centre, with the United States being its dominant 

force. Canada also belongs to this area, with its population of over 30 

million and a similar economy. Lately, we can add Mexico too, as due to 

NAFTA (or USMCA) cooperation the relations between the United States, 

Canada and Mexico have strengthened. 

Western Europe is another traditional central area that also includes, 

besides the European Union, two (three) non-EU Western European states, 

due to their level of development: Norway and Switzerland (UK). 

The third force of the world economy is Japan with the Four Tigers (states 

with strong economic bonds to Japan). This centre is likely to expand in the 

near future so a more exact name for this region is East Asia (with 

developing China) or the Far East.
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• Shifts in the focus of action centres

– the Mediterranean was the first economic pole. 

– With the economic emergence of England and the Netherlands, focus 

shifted from the Levant and Hanseatic trades to the Atlantic trade, 

making the Atlantic coastal area of Europe a new centre. 

– from the end of the 19th century the Atlantic area expanded and 

besides European coasts the East coast of America also gained 

significant influence. 

– important shifts occurred in the United States as the West coast began to 

play (and is still playing) an increasing role (becoming one of the centres 

of military and modern industries during the Pacific operations of WWII). 

– the western states of the USA “joined” by East Asia have made the 

Pacific area the engine of the world economy and its most dynamic 

region. 

• This centre is going to be of growing importance in the near future and 

a strengthening of the BRIC countries (Brazil, Russia, India and China) 

is also expected, along with traditional European and American 

centres.
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Action centres of the world economy

This territories have significant influence for the whole world economy

• USA, North-America, NAFTA

• Western Europe, EU

• Japan and its influencing area, Eastern-Asia

Characteristics: - strong capital concentration

- biggest innovation centres of the world

- information, decision making and power centres 

- leading role of dynamic sectors

- huge markets

They have formed through the history.
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Centres of the 500 biggest enterprises in the world
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Source: Fortune Global 500 2022. 
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Fortune Global 500 corporations: revenues (2021)

• The Global 500 shrank a little 

over the past year. After 

reaching a record high of $33.3 

trillion in the 2020 edition, total 

revenue for the world’s biggest 

companies fell 4.8% to $31.7 

trillion this year. 

• Despite the setbacks, the heft of 

the Global 500 remains 

formidable: The combined sales 

of the companies on the list are 

equal to more than one-third of 

global GDP.
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GDP per capita, 2021, current 1000 USD

Source: World Bank
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Main economic indicators of the Triad

Source: Worldbank database (2022)

EU-27 USA Japan

Population, total (million, 2021) 446.9 331.9 125.7

Life expectancy at birth, total (years, 2020) 80.5 77.3 84.6

GDP (1000 billion current US$, 2021) 17,089 22,996 4,937 

GDP per capita (current US$, 2021) 38,234 69,288 39,285 

Employment to population ratio, 15+, total 

(%) (modeled ILO estimate), 2021 53.1 57.4 60.2

Current health expenditure (% of GDP, 2019) 9.9 16.8 10.7

Current health expenditure per capita (current 

US$, 2019) 3,476 10,921 4,360 

Inflation, consumer prices (annual %, 2021) 2.6 4.7 -0.2

Exports of goods and services (% of GDP, 

2020) 46.7 10.2 15.6
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Main economic indicators of the Triad

Source: Worldbank database (2022)

EU-27 USA Japan

Foreign direct investment, net inflows (% of GDP, 

2020) 2.1 1.0 1.2

Foreign direct investment, net outflows (% of GDP, 

2020) 1.7 1.5 2.9

Gross domestic savings (% of GDP, 2020) 25.8 18.0 25.2

Research and development expenditure (% of GDP, 

2020) 2.3 3.5 3.3

Market capitalization of listed domestic companies 

(% of GDP, 2018) 51.5 148.3 105.1

Time required to start a business (days, 2019) 12.2 4.2 11.1

Mobile cellular subscriptions (per 100 people, 2020) 121.5 106.2 154.2

CO2 emissions (kg per PPP $ of GDP, 2019) 0.1 0.2 0.2

CO2 emissions (metric tons per capita, 2019) 6.1 14.7 8.5

Armed forces personnel, total (2019) 1,910,000 1,388,000 261,000 

Military expenditure (% of GDP, 2020) 1.6 3.7 1.0
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Source: CSIS (2020): Key trends in the global economy through 2030
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Governmental expenditures as a % of the GDP, current 

prises
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Source: Maddison, OECD, Eurostat, IMF

1913 1938 1950 1973 1999 2013 2014 2016 2018

France 8,9 23,2 27,6 38,8 52,4 57,1 57,5 56,4 55,9

Germany 17,7 42,4 30,4 42,0 47,6 44,3 44,3 44,1 44,4

Netherlands 8,2 21,7 26,8 45,5 43,8 46,8 46,2 43,4 42,1

Great Britain 13,3 28,8 34,2 41,5 39,7 45,5 43,9 39,3 40,9

Average 12,0 29,0 29,8 42,0 45,9 48,4 47,9 42,6 45,8

USA 8 19,8 21,4 31,1 30,1 40,0 38,1 35,6 37,8

Japan 14,2 30,3 19,8 22,9 38,1 42,0 42,1 36,8 38,9



Thank you for your attention!
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