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Executive summary

This report explores the opportunities and challenges for 
developing economies arising from digital trade and discusses 
the role of international cooperation in tackling these 
opportunities and challenges. The report considers policy 
actions in the areas of digital infrastructure, skills, international 
support for capacity development, and the regulatory and 
policy environment. Speci�c policy issues include the WTO 
e-commerce moratorium, regulation of cross-border data 
�ows, competition policies and consumer protection.

The digital transformation is having profound effects.
Digitalization of the economy is radically transforming the way 
we communicate, produce, govern and trade with one another. 
Digital technologies are engines of growth, increase productivity 
by reducing production costs, foster economies of scale and 
more ef�cient �nancing, promote innovation by fostering 
exchange of ideas and expand and diversify export baskets by 
reducing international trade costs. Digitalization can also 
promote resilience to shocks, a wider services-led growth 
model and more inclusive growth. At the same time, by 
transforming existing processes and business models, 
digitalization creates opportunities and risks, with winners and 
losers both across and within economies.

Cross-border digitally delivered services are the fastest 
growing segment of international trade, with new 
players emerging. Digital trade refers to all international trade 
digitally ordered and/or digitally delivered. According to WTO 
estimates, digitally delivered services have recorded an almost 
fourfold increase in value since 2005, rising 8.1 per cent on 
average per year over the period 2005-22, outpacing goods 
(5.6 per cent) and other services exports (4.2 per cent) to 
account for 54 per cent of total services exports. With new 
ways of obtaining comparative advantage, opportunities arise 
for new players to engage in global markets, including for 
farmers to connect to markets and for small business to trade 
via parcels. While developed economies are responsible for the 
majority of digitally delivered services exports, they have also 
grown in most developing economies, including in Africa, 
where Ghana, Morocco and South Africa have seen the largest 
growth. That said, growth in least developed countries (LDCs) 
continues to lag behind and Africa contributed less than 1 per 
cent of digitally delivered services exports globally in 2022. 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, the gap between the most 
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digital trade or e-commerce provision. However, only few LDCs 
are party to RTAs with provisions on digital trade. The African 
Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) is, for many countries, 
the �rst experience negotiating provisions on digital trade.

Since 1998, the WTO Work Programme on E-commerce 
has considered how WTO rules apply to e-commerce.  
E-commerce is widely seen as within the scope of existing WTO 
agreements. At the same time, a majority of WTO members 
consider that, to respond to the changing nature of trade and to 
facilitate e-commerce related activities, existing WTO rules 
related to digital trade need to be updated and complemented 
by new ones. Under the Joint Statement Initiative (JSI) on 
E-commerce, 90 WTO members, including many developing 
economies and �ve LDCs, are negotiating speci�c rules on 
digital-trade-related issues. 

The WTO moratorium on the imposition of customs 
duties on electronic transmissions is attracting attention 
in the run-up to the WTO's 13 th Ministerial Conference 
(MC13).
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Trade has played an important role in fostering economic 



Unleashing the potential of digital
technologies: growth, trade
and development opportunities

Increased use of digital technologies is transforming the 
way workers, �rms and consumers interact. The digital 
revolution has seen the transition from mechanical and analogue 
technologies to the widespread adoption of computers and the 
exchange of machine-readable information (i.e. digital data). 
While new digital technologies will continue to emerge, current 
technologies include arti�cial intelligence (AI), 3D printing, cloud 
computing and blockchain (OECD, 2019a; UNCTAD, 2021b; 
WTO, 2018).1 Digitalization is transforming processes of 
production, consumption and trade and ultimately impacting on 
economic growth in multifaceted ways.

This section looks at the opportunities from 
digitalization. Like any technological change, digitalization 
brings with it challenges and opportunities. While this section 
focuses on the potential bene�ts of digitalization and how 
digitalization impacts trade, Section C discusses the 
challenges and the necessary policy options. Whether digital 
technologies are used in production to order or deliver services 
or order goods online domestically or internationally (like in the 
case of digital trade), digitalization provides new opportunities 
for growth and development and changes what we trade and 
who trades.

B



8

D IG ITAL TRAD E FOR D EVE LOPM E NT

1.	 Digitalization changes 
the way economies grow 

Digitalization promotes wider services-led growth.   
The services sector has been signi�cantly impacted by the 
advent of new digital technologies, potentially more so than 
the agriculture and manufacturing sectors (Matthess and 
Kunkel, 2020). ICTs have played a crucial role in overcoming 
the traditional need for physical proximity in many services 
activities. This has resulted in increasing tradability of many 
services across borders as well as a surge in “trade in tasks” 
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economies has been found to have led to knowledge spillovers 
that have boosted the productivity and innovation of other 
�rms, in particular the most productive ones (Paunov and 
Rollo, 2016).

Third, improving digital connectivity lowers 
international trade costs, thus boosting trade across 
all sectors. Digital technologies enable real-time 
communication, simplify cross-border transactions and expand 
market access by allowing for greater ef�ciency, transparency 
and customization. Digital technologies can reduce trade 
costs (such as transportation, information veri�cation and 
tracking costs), thus improving supply chain ef�ciency through 
shorter delivery times, better transport, logistics and distribution 
services and enhanced traceability along the supply chain 
(Kang, 2016; Ma, Shi and Kang, 2023). WTO research 
suggests that a 10 per cent increase in mobile broadband 
subscription per capita is associated with around 1 per cent 
lower trade costs both in goods and services. The effect is 
especially strong for trade in digitally deliverable services, 
such as business and professional services (Bellucci, Rubínová 
and Piermartini, 2023). The impact of digital technologies on 
reducing trade costs has increased over time. OECD research 
shows that by 2018, the impact of an increased share of 
individuals using the internet on international trade costs was 
three times higher than it was in 1995 (López González, 
Sorescu and Kaynak, 2023). Although estimated trade effects 
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2.



	



 

WTO Work Programme on Electronic Commerce
de�nition (1998)

“The production, distribution, marketing, sale or delivery of goods and services by electronic means”

International transactions that are both
digitally ordered and digitally delivered
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B.     UNLEASHING THE POTENTIAL OF DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES: GROWTH, TRADE AND DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES 
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3.	 Digital trade provides 
opportunities to launch 
new products 

Digital technologies have provided new opportunities  
to trade a broad range of services. In the last decade, 
computer services were the most dynamic services sector. In 
2022, digitally delivered services exports were dominated by 
business, professional and technical services, which accounted 
for approximately 40 per cent, followed by computer services 
(20 per cent), �nancial services (16 per cent) and intellectual 
property-related services (12 per cent) (WTO, 2023b). 

Digital delivery is increasingly common, with impacts 
on goods trade, predominantly in developed economies. 
Demand in physical formats of music, movies, books and 
software, which once dominated the market, have plateaued as 
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Trade in goods that underpin the use of digital 
technologies has seen an increase too. The rising 
demand for innovative digital products and solutions, coupled 
with the growing reliance on digital infrastructure and tools, 
are making certain goods, such as ICT equipment, essential 
for achieving optimal functionality and performance in the 
digital economy. As a result, the demand for these goods has 
led to an increase in their international trade. From 2012 to 
2021, global ICT goods exports grew by nearly 50 per cent to 
US$ 2.7 trillion. The share of trade in ICT goods in total 
merchandise trade varies across regions. While Asia continues 
to lead in terms of trade in ICT goods, other regions have 
demonstrated comparatively lower levels of engagement in 
this sector. In particular, in LDCs and several developing 
regions, including Northern and Sub-Saharan Africa, the share 

of ICT goods in total merchandise trade remains limited due in 
part to differences in technological development and industrial 
focus as well as higher tariffs. These economies further 
experienced a strong decline in the value of both imports and 
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and digitally delivered trade. These costs are primarily attributed 
to poor transport infrastructure and inef�cient border crossing 
procedures.5 In this context, certain African economies have 
been performing well in digitally delivered services (see Figure 
B.8). Ghana, Morocco and South Africa accounted for over half 
of the region’s exports of digitally delivered services in 2022. 
The growth of these services exports in some economies, such 
as Egypt, Ghana and Madagascar, has outperformed the rest 
of the world for several years, driven by the Business Processing 
Outsourcing (BPO) and IT industries (World Bank and WTO, 

2023a). In a simulation using the WTO Global Trade Model, an 
enhanced use of digital technologies in Africa could lead to a 
potential increase of over US$ 70 billion in digital services 
exports between 2023 and 2040, assuming regions with lower 
broadband connectivity can reduce trade costs in face-to-face 
intensive sectors more than regions with better broadband 
connectivity, where trade costs are already lower on average 
(World Bank and WTO, 2023a). Other developing economies, 
such as the Philippines, have also experienced growth in call 
centres, �nance and healthcare services.
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Figure B.8: 	 Digitally delivered services in some African economies have expanded signi�cantly  
in recent years

Source: WTO estimates.

Note: The numbers in parenthesis correspond to each country’s share in Africa’s exports of digitally delivered services.
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(b)	 Digital trade can open up 
opportunities for greater participation  
of MSMEs, women and young people  
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Social media can enable individuals, including young 
people and women, and MSMEs to connect with wider 
audiences and collaborate globally. Online education 
platforms provide individuals with opportunities to learn and 
acquire skills from any location. Instant digital translation 
technology also provides a solution for overcoming language 
barriers and communication issues. Social media can help 
empower women and young entrepreneurs by providing 
platforms for visibility, networking and business growth (Miniesy, 

Elshahawy and Fakhreldin, 2022). Technology-enabled 
crowdfunding platforms can further offer women and young 
people an alternative means to address their �nancial 
constraints by providing a �nance mechanism that bypasses 
the traditional barriers often faced when seeking to access 
capital. As discussed in Section C, small �rms, women and 
young people need to be able to access and productively use 
the internet. Digital skills are essential in this context to adapt to 
the changing requirements of labour markets.

Endnotes

1.	�� Arti�cial intelligence refers to the simulation of human 
intelligence in machines (e.g., machine learning and deep 
learning). 3D printing, also known as additive manufacturing, 
refers to the process of making three-dimensional solid 
objects from digital �les. Cloud computing is the on-
demand online availability of computing resources, such as 
infrastructure platforms and software. Blockchain refers to 
a shared, immutable ledger that facilitates the process of 
recording transactions and tracking assets in a network.

2.	�� These estimates are based on the assumption that what was 
digitally deliverable in 2015 was also digitally deliverable in 
2005.

3.	�� The following high-income economies, based on the 
World Bank classi�cation, have been excluded from the 
geographical groupings: Anguilla; Antigua and Barbuda; 
Aruba; Australia; Austria; Bahamas; Kingdom of Bahrain; 
Barbados; Belgium; Bermuda; Brunei Darussalam; 
Canada; Cayman Islands; Chile; Croatia; Curaçao; Cyprus; 
Czech Republic; Denmark; Estonia; Finland; France; French 

Polynesia; Germany; Greece; Guyana; Hong Kong, China; 
Hungary; Iceland; Ireland; Israel; Italy; Japan; Republic of 
Korea;, State of Kuwait; Latvia; Lithuania; Luxembourg; 
Macao, China; Malta; Nauru; Netherlands; Netherlands 
Antilles; New Caledonia; New Zealand; Norway; Oman; 
Panama; Poland; Portugal; Qatar; Romania; Saint Kitts and 
Nevis; Kingdom of Saudi Arabia; Seychelles; Singapore; 
Sint Maarten; Slovak Republic; Slovenia; Spain; Sweden; 
Switzerland; Chinese Taipei; Trinidad and Tobago; United 
Arab Emirates; United Kingdom; United States and 
Uruguay.

4.	� Despite the increased availability of e-books, their usage 
continues to signi�cantly trail behind that of printed books 
worldwide (Richter, 2022).

5.	�� For instance, a doubling of the distance between buyers 
and sellers in Ethiopia and Nigeria has been found to result 
in transportation costs that are four to �ve times higher than 
in the United States (Atkin and Donaldson, 2015).
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Governments around the world are increasingly 
recognizing the potential of digital trade to contribute 
to economic growth and enhance global 
competitiveness. 
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1.	 Improving digital 
connectivity, ICT 
infrastructure and digital 
skills is essential to 
promote digital trade 

The growth of digital trade relies on reliable and 
affordable internet access and relevant digital skills. To 
engage in and reap the bene�ts of digital trade requires access 
to fast and reliable internet infrastructure and affordable 
electronic devices, connectivity subscriptions and electricity 
infrastructure (to power digital devices). According to IMF 
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C.     ROLE OF DOMESTIC POLICIES AND INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION IN SUPPORTING DIGITAL TRADE
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Digital skills have become essential for workers to 
navigate the evolving demands of the labour market. 
The integration of digital technologies in production processes 
can render some jobs obsolete, threatening job security for 
certain roles (UNCTAD, 2017b). Labour market policies can 
support workers in adapting to technological advances and 
mitigate potential loss of jobs by providing retraining 
programmes to upskill workers for digital jobs, promoting 
lifelong learning, addressing time and �nancial constraints to 
training participation, tackling unequal access to digital 
technologies based on employment status, and encouraging 
�rms to train groups at risk of losing their jobs (OECD, 2019b). 
Employment protection and compensation schemes can also 
help to alleviate labour market disruptions arising from 
digitalization. Reducing the costs incurred by workers who are 
obliged to change jobs can also lower public resistance to 
digital technological change (WTO, 2017).
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collaborative effort among 35 members (including the World 
Bank and the WTO) to enhance transparency in capacity-
building for “eTrade Readiness Assessment”. It serves as a 
central platform for developing economies to identify potential 
sources of assistance and connect with potential partners in 
various areas, including infrastructural support and skills-
building (UNCTAD, 2022d). 

2.	 An enabling legal and 
regulatory environment 
coupled with proactive 
trade policies are essential 
components of the 
ecosystem for digital trade 

(a)	 A robust domestic regulatory 
framework is crucial for fostering digital 
trade

A well-designed and effective domestic regulatory 
framework provides a stable and secure environment 
for digital trade, fostering trust and con�dence among 
businesses a
3 0 TTdl. digit rtal 
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digital trade provisions, the number of these provisions and 
the level of detail they contain have also increased signi�cantly 
over the years. Most detailed provisions on digital trade are 
found in dedicated chapters on digital trade, which are 
included in 74 RTAs. Although the number of RTAs with digital 
trade provisions continues to increase, the choice to include 
detailed provisions on digital trade tends to remain limited to 
RTAs negotiated by high-income and some middle-, mostly 
upper middle-, income economies. Only a few LDCs have 
negotiated an RTA with digital trade provisions. Besides 
developing new regulatory disciplines or updating and 
clarifying existing ones, most RTAs also provide greater 
market access through deeper services commitments and 
lower tariffs in relevant sectors. Alongside RTAs, some 
economies are also expanding their cooperation on digital 
trade by entering into so-called digital economy agreements 
(DEAs) (see Box C.1).

Digital trade provisions in RTAs cover a wide array of 
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Figure C.4: 	 A growing number of RTAs have digital trade provisions 
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Source: López-Gonzalez, Sorescu and Kaynak (2023).

Note: The analysis only considers agreements noti�ed to the WTO and currently in force. RTAs with digital trade provisions are de�ned as 
agreements with at least one e-commerce/digital trade provision. Digital provisions are identi�ed from the Trade Agreements Provisions on 
Electronic-commerce and Data (TAPED) database (accessed August 2022) (Burri, Vasquez Callo-Müller and Kugler, 2022). 

(c)	 WTO rules already cover digital 
trade, but some of these rules may need 
to be updated to adequately address the 
evolving nature of digital trade.

Digital trade falls within the scope of existing WTO 
agreements. As mandated by the 1998 WTO Work 
Programme on Electronic Commerce, most discussions on 
how WTO rules apply to e-commerce, de�ned as “the 
production, distribution, marketing, sale or delivery of goods 
and services by electronic means” for the purposes of the Work 
Programme, have concluded that existing WTO agreements 
cover e-commerce, even without speci�c references to it 
(WTO, 2017).6 While the applicability of the WTO agreements 
to digital trade is widely accepted,7 there is still uncertainty 
regarding whether digitized products are goods or services, 
and therefore whether the General Agreement on Tariffs and 
Trade (GATT) or the GATS applies.

The GATS covers digital trade in services. The GATS 
makes no distinctions regarding different technological means 
through which a service may be supplied, including electronic 
means. Measures affecting trade in services through electronic 
means are generally recognised as subject to GATS obligations 
and commitments.8 Obligations such as most-favoured-nation 

(MFN) treatment9 and transparency apply to all services 

covered by the Agreement whether or not liberalisation 

commitments have been undertaken. Market access and 

national treatment disciplines, instead, apply only in sectors 

where a member has scheduled a speci�c commitment, and 

only to the extent of the liberalisation undertaken.10 As a result, 

the most advantageous and stable conditions for digital trade 

in services are achieved when commitments exist and when 

those are as open as possible. The predictability of conditions 

for digital trade in services might, however, be limited by the 

fact that many GATS commitments relevant for digital trade are 

nearly 30 years old and do not necessarily re�ect the actual 

services market conditions (WTO, 2019). 

Trade in digitally ordered goods is subject to the 

existing WTO rules on trade in goods. The GATT and 

various other relevant WTO agreements11 do not distinguish 

between the manner in which goods are traded and apply to 

goods purchased online and delivered physically.12 Trade in 

digitally ordered goods is therefore subject to the principles of 

non-discrimination (MFN and national treatment) and 

transparency, among other things. In addition, several WTO 

agreements are particularly relevant to trade in digitally ordered 

goods, including the Customs Valuation Agreement and the 

Trade Facilitation Agreement (TFA) (see Section C.2.e). 
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Figure C.5: 	 A wide range of digital trade issues are covered in trade agreements
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C.     ROLE OF DOMESTIC POLICIES AND INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION IN SUPPORTING DIGITAL TRADE

The WTO Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of 
Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) covers trade in 
intangible digital products. The ownership and transfer of 
use-rights to digital products like music, software and �lms 
largely determine the commercial transaction, making the 
underlying IP licence crucial in de�ning the nature of the digital 
transaction. While the TRIPS Agreement does not expressly 
address digital trade, it is essentially technology-neutral and 
extends to products traded online and online commercial 
activity more generally. TRIPS disciplines on the non-
discriminatory availability of IP rights, such as undisclosed 
information, copyright (including for software), patents and 
trademarks, balanced enforcement mechanisms, and the scope 
for competition safeguards, are particularly relevant to digital 
trade.13 

A majority of WTO members consider that the existing 
WTO rules on digital trade need to be updated and 
complemented to respond to the changing nature of 
trade and to facilitate digital trade. Under the so-called 
Joint Statement Initiative (JSI) on E-Commerce14, 90 WTO 
members, including many developing economies and a few 
LDCs, as of October 2023, are negotiating rules on trade-
related aspects of e-commerce.15 Signi�cant progress has 

been made on several sets of disciplines, including electronic 
signature, online consumer protection and paperless trade. 
Technical discussions continue on several other issues, such 
as customs duties on electronic transmissions. The need for 
special and differential treatment for developing and LDC 
members is also being considered. Negotiators have also 
started to address data-related issues as well as questions 
about the legal status of these talks. The negotiations of the 
E-Commerce JSI are expected to conclude by the end of 2023. 

New international trade cooperation initiatives have 
been launched to support the participation of developing 
economies, in particular LDCs, in digital trade 
negotiations. The “E-commerce Capacity Building Framework” 
launched by Australia, Japan, Singapore and Switzerland in 
early 2023 aims to bolster the participation of developing and 
LDC members in the E-Commerce JSI and help them tap into 
digital trade opportunities by bringing together a wide range of 
technical assistance, training and capacity building efforts. One 
of these capacity-building initiatives is the Digital Advisory and 
Trade Assistance Fund (DATA Fund), a pilot programme hosted 
by the World Bank, aimed at fostering trust in digital markets, 
streamlining online business processes and offering specialized 
training for policymakers. 
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Box C.1
Broader digital economy agreements are emerging 

Box C.2
Disciplines on the non-imposition of customs duties on electronic transmissions  
are frequently included in RTAs 

In parallel to RTAs, some economies have negotiated digital 
economy agreements (DEAs). These include the Digital 
Economy Partnership Agreement (DEPA) between Chile, New 
Zealand and Singapore and the Digital Economy Agreement 
between Australia and Singapore. As of 2023, �ve DEAs are in 
force, while an additional three are signed but not yet in force 
(López González, Sorescu and Kaynak, 2023). 

These agreements cover many of the same digital trade issues 
addressed in RTAs, but they also go beyond these issues to 

include cooperation on arti�cial intelligence, digital identity 
and open government data. Provisions in DEAs tend to be “best 
endeavours” clauses that seek to promote shared values, 
continued dialogue and cooperation. Moreover, these 
agreements are often referred to as “living agreements” that 
aim to deepen mutual understanding of the digital economy 
and help participants adapt to emerging technologies, 
business models and regulatory challenges (Honey, 2022).

Provisions on the non-imposition of customs duties on 
electronic transmissions (NICDET provisions) are some of the 
most common elements in e-commerce chapters. There are 
nearly as many NICDET provisions as there are e-commerce 
chapters, signed by a total of 102 economies. 87 of these signed 
at least one provision that does not tie the commitment to the 
outcome of the E-commerce Work Programme at the WTO.

Six key observations emerge from the analysis of these 
commitments (Andrenelli and López González, 2023):

1.	� The majority of agreements (88 out of 100) do not tie 
NICDET provisions to the outcome of the WTO E-commerce 
Work Programme. Most agreements do not specify that the 
lapse of the multilateral practice would lead to the review of 
their NICDET provision. The opposite is true for only 12 
agreements which explicitly tie commitments to the WTO 
e-commerce Work Programme.
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pronounced for speci�c economies (Andrenelli and López 
González, 2023).

Contrary to tariffs on goods, there is less understanding 
on how to apply custom duties on electronic 
transmissions. While raising tariffs generally comes with low 
administrative costs, it is unclear whether this is also the case 
for collecting tariffs on electronic transmissions given the 
limited available information regarding setting up a system for 
raising these tariffs, and the accompanying administrative and 
compliance costs. 

Domestic taxes represent another way to collect 
revenue from digital trade that does not discriminate 
between domestically supplied and imported products, 
is more uniform across different products, and does not 
impose a tax burden on intermediate inputs used by 
domestic producers. Value added taxes (VATs) and goods 
and services taxes (GSTs) typically apply uniformly and are 
based on consumption location. VAT/GST can raise revenue 
from both domestic and foreign �rms and apply to broad 
categories of products. Although a growing number of 
developing economies are successfully adapting their VAT 
systems for digital trade, low-income economies continue to 
face challenges with VAT administration and compliance, 
including with collecting VAT from non-resident sellers. To 
close this gap and improve revenue mobilization, further 
investment and technical assistance for modernizing their tax 
and customs infrastructure is required by the global 
com