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Promise
• E-commerce is one of the most visible examples of the 

way in which information and communication 
technologies (ICT) can contribute to economic growth.  
It helps countries improve trade efficiency and 
facilitates the integration of developing countries into 
the global economy.  It allows businesses and 
entrepreneurs to become more competitive.  And it 
provides jobs, thereby creating wealth.

Foreword: E-Commerce and Development report 2002 Kofi A. Annan, former Secretary-
General of the United Nations
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“inclusive”: Leaving no one behind 
SDG Target 10.2:

By 2030, empower and promote the social, economic and political 
inclusion of all, irrespective of age, sex, disability, race, ethnicity, origin, 
religion or economic or other status
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A G20 report on digital economy and 
inclusive development

Vulnerable groups:

• Women 

• Children 

• Rural communities 

• Elder generations 

• Persons living with disabilities 

• MSMEs
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In the context of e-commerce for inclusive 
development
The following groups may be covered

• People in poverty

• Women

• Rural communities 

• MSMEs

• The least developed countries
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What did the evidence tell?
• Using the keywords “e-commerce for development”, “e-

commerce for poverty reduction” and “e-commerce for 
women” in the journals classified as top 20 according to 
Google Scholar in the areas of economic policy, 
development economics and entrepreneurship and 
innovation, I have found 11 articles.

• The topic on e-commerce for development has not been 
mainstreamed in academic research.
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Anecdotal evidences
• Some e-commerce platforms, together with governments, supported 

the farmers to utilize e-commerce in China

• In 2016, an e-commerce company launched a project called “Running Chicken”. The 
programme aimed to provide top-quality chicken meat to shoppers on the e-commerce 
platform while reducing poverty in one of the country’s poorest regions. 

• The e-commerce company hired professional breeders to lead production, while local farmers 
were offered part-time jobs maintaining farms and growing vegetables, fruit and grain for 
chicken feed. 

• The programme provided interest-free loans to farmers, enabling approximately 500 families 
in the area to improve their income and quality of life.
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Rwanda 
coffee to 
China

With over 290 coffee growing cooperatives 
and approximately 400,000 farmers 
dedicated to its cultivation, coffee production 
serves as a vital component of Rwanda's 
agricultural sector. 

In 2018, Rwanda started collaborating with a 
cross-border e-commerce platform and this 
partnership enabled Rwandan coffee to make 
its debut in China with an increasing number 
of coffee consumers. 

Since then, Rwandan coffee has experienced 
an astounding 700% increase in sales 
volumes.

Mind you: Rwanda is 
classified as a least 
developed country 
(LDC) by the United 
Nations
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Key barriers for SMEs participation in 
international trade

• OECD (2008)  singles out 47 key barriers for SMEs’ participation in international 
trade. These are divided into INTERNAL and EXTERNAL barriers

Internal

• Informational Barriers
• Functional Barriers
• Marketing Barriers

External

• Procedural Barriers
• Governmental Barriers
• Customer and Competitor Barriers
• Business Environment Barriers
• Tariff and Non-tariff Barriers
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Functional barrier – as an example
BARRIER HOW CROSS-BORDER E-COMMERCE MAY REDUCE 

BARRIERS

WHY BARRIERS CANNOT BE TOTALLY REMOVED

B5 - Lack of managerial time By automating and streamlining various aspects of the trading 

process, such as market analysis, customer engagement, and 

logistics management, cross-border e-commerce platforms reduce 

the need for extensive manual intervention

The strategic aspects of internationalization, such as market 

selection and relationship building, require significant managerial 

input and cannot be fully automated

B6 - Insufficient personnel for 

internationalization

E-commerce enables access to a global talent pool for outsourcing 

tasks that do not require in-house attention, such as digital 

marketing, logistics management, and customer support. Online 

training resources can also upskill existing staff at a lower cost. 

E-commerce is a knowledge-intensive sector: utilizing advanced 

devices, software, and applications in both production and 

business operations. Qualified personnel specialized in cross-

border e-commerce may not be available in many developing 

countries

B7 - Lack of excess production capacity On-demand production and dropshipping models facilitated by e-

commerce can help SMEs scale their operations without 

significant upfront investments in production capacity

Physical production constraints and the need for quality control in 

manufacturing processes limit the extent to which production can 

be scaled up quickly or outsourced without potentially 

compromising product quality.

B8 - Shortage of working capital to finance 

exports

Traditionally, expanding a business internationally involved 

considerable costs, including establishing physical stores, hiring 

local staff, and navigating complex regulatory environments. 

However, cross-border e-commerce platforms enable businesses 

to reach global markets with minimal investment.

SMEs suffer from low levels of trust from lenders as their financial 

statements lack the rigor of larger businesses. This results in a 

much higher trade loan rejection rate. 
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Cross-border e-commerce itself involves complicated procedures: Export process of food product from Chile 

to China

E-Commerce procedures can be complicated
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Key takeaways

• The challenges for leveraging e-commerce for inclusive development should not be underestimated
• E-commerce can be upscaled easily. However, any efforts for inclusive development often need to be comprehensive and tailormade, 

and therefore, can be difficult to be upscaled

• For exporters or SMEs, e-commerce is not a plug-and-play solution

• Addressing any specific challenge in silo can barely be effective in light of 47 potential challenges identified by OECD

• Evidence on how small economies or the least developed countries have been benefiting from e-commerce is limited

• Policymaking is difficult (success stories have been largely anecdotal)

• For cross-border e-commerce, trade agreements should be leveraged (RCEP and CPTPP have important 
provisions on cross-border e-commerce; The Framework Agreement on cross-border paperless trade 
enable the countries to advance cross-border paperless trade provides a regional solution; WTO JSI has 
great potential, but its future remains uncertain)
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