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Summary

This document provides an overview of the activities of the TG-eCOM, which was established in 2023 following
a resolution by the Working Group and endorsement by its parent Intergovernmental Group of Experts on
e-commerce and the digital economy. It sets out progress delivered in 2023-34.

Delegates are invited to comment on this progress report and highlight any additional issues that the TG-eCOM
should address.




Update on activities of the Task Group on Measuring
e-commerce value (TG-eCOM)

l. Background

E-commerce is not new. Over multiple decades, it has become ever more widely adopted — across both developed
and developing countries — primarily as a means for businesses to make sales to their customers. The disruption
of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 sharply accelerated this trend, but also served to highlight the severely limited
information available on the value of e-commerce transactions — both domestically and as a component of digital
trade.

The 2023 UN Trade and Development (UNCTAD) report Measuring the value of e-commerce’ found that the vast
majority of countries do not publish statistics on the value of e-commerce sales by businesses. Furthermore, those
developed and developing economies that do apply a variety of definitions and measurement approaches. Business
ICT surveys and other business surveys were found to be the most common sources used to measure the value of
business e-commerce sales.

These factors contribute to the increasing number of country requests that UN Trade and Development is receiving
for technical assistance on measuring the value of e-commerce and digitally ordered trade. Internationally discussed
and agreed guidelines are a crucial foundation for broadening the measurement of e-commerce value and ensuring
the resulting statistics are sufficiently robust and comparable.

Il. The Task Group on measuring e-commerce value

As a response to the above, at the third session of the Working Group on Measuring E-commerce and the Digital
Economy (WG-ECDE) in 2022, and its parent International Group of Experts (IGE) in 2023, UNCTAD’s 195 member
States resolved to establish a Task Group on measuring e-commerce value (TG-eCOM) to act as a forum for
detailed technical discussions on measuring e-commerce value, with the view to developing statistical guidelines.?
The Task Group reports to the WG-ECDE.

Objectives

The central objective is to develop internationally agreed guidelines on measuring the value of e-commerce
transactions (domestic and international) involving businesses (both sales and purchases) and thereby to support
the development of internationally comparable statistics on e-commerce value (and the related concept of digitally
ordered trade). These guidelines will serve as the basis for technical assistance and capacity building in this area.
To that end, the TG is focusing on:

e Clarifying the policy needs related to the measurement of e-commerce value.

e Detailed discussions on the strengths and limitations of existing approaches to measuring the value of e-
commerce.

e Considering all relevant aspects — including recommended breakdowns (e.g. according to firm
characteristics, transaction characteristics, products, etc.)

e Ensuring that circumstances specific to developing countries, notably the important role played by email,
messaging apps and social media platforms in facilitating online ordering, are adequately considered, and
accounted for in the measurement guidelines (including in relation to the definition of e-commerce and its
operationalization).

e Discussions of associated capacity building efforts.

! https://unctad.org/publication/measuring-value-e-commerce
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Guiding principles

The work of the Task Group complements existing efforts in measuring e-commerce, digital trade and the digital
economy. This includes leveraging and building on existing definitions and measurement guidelines as appropriate,
while also considering and contributing to discussions on those occurring in other fora. Most importantly, this
includes the OECD (2009) definition of e-commerce.

TG-eCOM work is aligned with, and actively supports the implementation of, the measurement of digital trade, in
accordance with the framework and compilation guidance set out in the IMF-OECD-UNCTAD-WTO Handbook on
Measuring Digital Trade (2023).3

The group focuses specifically on measuring the value of business e-commerce sales and purchases, including
attendant aspects such as breakdowns and relevant elements of survey coverage and design.

Membership
The Task Group is open to representatives from all 195 UNCTAD member States, but the membership should
remain small and expert enough to facilitate effective dialogue and progress.

The Task Group is primarily intended as a forum for discussions between those with hands-on experience of
measuring the value of e-commerce transactions involving businesses (i.e. e-commerce sales by businesses,
e-commerce purchases by businesses). This includes both national representatives and experts from international
organizations.

Those working on developing strategies to measure e-commerce value are also encouraged to participate.

As of the November 2024, the following 23 countries and 6 organizations have participated in the TG-eCOM:

e Austria (Statistics Austria) e Slovenia (Statistical Office)
e Brazil (cetic.br) e Thailand (Electronic Transaction Development
¢ Canada (Statistics Canada) Authority)
¢ China (National Bureau of Statistics) e Turkiye (Turkstat, TICARET)
e Egypt (Ministry of Communications and e United Kingdom (ONS)
Information Technology) e United States (BEA, Census Bureau)
¢ Finland (Statistics Finland) e Uzbekistan (Ministry of Digital Technologies)
¢ France (INSEE, Banque de France) e Zimbabwe (Ministry of Industry and Commerce)

e Hungary (Central Statistical Office)
¢ Indonesia (BPS)
e Jamaica (Bank of Jamaica)

e Korea (Rep.) (KOSTAT) e Eurostat
¢ Malaysia (DOSM) o ITU
e Malta (NSO Malta) e OECD
e Mexico (INEGI) e UNSD
e Poland (Statistics Poland) e UN Trade and Development
e Singapore (SingStat) e WTO
Chair

The TG-eCOM is chaired by Mr TAN Si Yuan, Deputy Director, Business Statistics Division, Singapore Department
of Statistics.

3 https://unctad.org/publication/handbook-measuring-digital-trade

3


https://unctad.org/publication/handbook-measuring-digital-trade

Operational aspects

During the first two years, in order to facilitate discussions, the Task Group has worked flexibly and informally.
It has held informal in-person meetings between once and twice per year as appropriate to deliver on the objectives.

The Task Group has also held online meetings periodically as decided by the group. As far as possible, these
meetings have been scheduled at a time that facilitates participation from both western and eastern hemispheres.

In accordance with the informal nature of these meetings, they have been conducted in English and without
translation. Nevertheless, all reasonable steps have been taken to enable non-English speaking experts to
contribute to the work of the Task Group.

Voluntary financial contributions from member States to support the work of the Task Group and the achievement
of its objectives are welcome.

lll. Key achievements in 2023-24

1. Adoption of terms of reference

Draft terms of reference were discussed by the TG-eCOM at its first meeting — held online on 9 November
2023. Following this, they were presented for comments at the fourth session of the WG-ECDE on 30
November and 1 December 2023

2. Adoption of work plan

Through discussions at an in-person workshop held on 4 December 2023 in Geneva, and follow-up
discussions at the online meeting held on 7 March 2024, the Task Group agreed on the following work plan
of topics bundled for discussion:

Introduction — Why the need e Key users and user needs for e-commerce value
to measure e-commerce? measures including:
o Policy users
o Macro-statistical frameworks incl. digital trade.

e Use cases for breakdowns e.g.:

o Firm characteristics: ISIC, persons employed, firm
structure...

o Actors: b2b, b2c, b2g, b2NPISH...

o Products (e.g. goods, digitally delivered services,
other services)

o Domestic/International

e Others e.g. payment channel, sales platforms used...

e The case for more/less frequent indicators e.g.
quarterly/monthly, possibly for specific sectors e.g. retail
trade.

e Articulating the business case for measuring e-commerce
value — including any differences in the business case for
developed vs developing countries.




Scope of e-commerce e Conceptual matters
o How is the definition of e-commerce being applied
in practice? (To provide case studies e.g.
Restaurant scenario, or how to treat e-commerce
for financial institutions e.g. what does a bank
considers as e-commerce revenue since most
banking functions can be performed online?)
e Specific aspects of e-commerce
o EDI
o E-commerce and “informality” (of businesses, of
transactions, etc.). (Should informal business trade
be in scope when measuring e-commerce? The
size of such business.)
o E-commerce and social media
o Digitally ordered trade (incl. digitally ordered
digitally delivered trade)
o Measuring business e-commerce purchases

Coverage of e-commerce e Target population

o What businesses should be covered?

o What about non-registered/informal “businesses”
(i.e. households acting as businesses)

o What should the monetary value include/exclude
(e.g. taxes, returns,...)?

Data Collection e Business survey sources

o Relative strengths and limitations of ICT surveys
and other business surveys for measuring e-
commerce value — what matters for comparability?

o Model survey questions (What guidance is (or
would be) given to respondents asking how to treat
specific transactions/situations?)

o Recommended features (e.g. sample design,
collection techniques, etc.)

o Who is the target respondent within businesses
and how to reach them (e.g. IT/accounts/sales
etc.)

o Statistical units e.g. enterprise vs establishment
(challenges of measuring ecommerce in statistical
unit enterprises (SUE) with more than one legal
units)

e Alternative and complementary data sources

e Breakdowns (e.g. firm characteristics, transaction
characteristics, actors involved i.e. b2c, b2b, etc.)

e Quarterly/monthly measures of e-commerce value

Data Dissemination e Dissemination

o How to communicate and contextualize business
e-commerce value statistics appropriately

o International comparison?

The group also agreed to meet quarterly to drive progress towards delivering the draft guidelines and
recommendations for discussion at the sixth session of the WG-ECDE in December 2025.



Online platform

To support the work of the Task Group, the UN Trade and Development Secretariat developed an online
platform, which was launched in August 2024. This platform not only hosts meeting materials and records
but offers an online forum for discussions as well as other tools to enable collaborative work toward the
group’s objectives.

The platform is accessible only to members of the TG-eCOM. Members have proposed the development
of an external-facing website to provide an overview of the group’s activities. This is being worked upon.
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4. Working draft guidelines and recommendations for the measurement of
e-commerce value

One feature of the platform is a live draft of the guidelines and recommendations that the TG-eCOM is
working to develop. This is hosted in Microsoft Word Online, directly accessible through the platform, and
consists of a document outline which broadly follows the topic bundles set out above.

At each meeting, the TG-eCOM conducts a detailed and substantive discussion of one of these bundles
(or parts thereof). Following this, the UN Trade and Development Secretariat produces an initial draft of the
relevant section of guidelines and recommendations. This can then be directly reviewed, commented on as
well as edited by TG-eCOM participants.

As of November 2024, initial drafts have been prepared for four out of seven sections:

Introduction

Measurement needs

Coverage of statistics on the value of business e-commerce
Valuation of e-commerce transactions

5. Joint Workshop “Perspectives on measuring e-commerce using the OECD
definition and guidelines”

Various points raised by TG-eCOM participants, as well as in discussions of e-commerce measurement at
the fourth session of the WG-ECDE in November/December 2024, ultimately relate to the scope and
interpretation of the OECD (2009) definition of e-commerce.

The OECD Working Party on Digital Economics, Measurement and Analysis (WPDEMA) is the custodian
of the e-commerce definition and its accompanying guidance and furthermore will review these in the 2025-
2026 biennium. The OECD e-commerce definition remains the foundational concept setting the scope of
e-commerce value within the TG-eCOM's work.

While the TG-eCOM benefits from valuable insights from a diverse range of countries, including many non-
OECD members and WPDEMA partner countries, the experiences of those WPDEMA members who have
not elected to be directly involved in the TG-eCOM are also relevant to developing effective guidelines and
recommendations for measuring e-commerce value.

To foster collaboration and knowledge sharing, the OECD and UN Trade and Development Secretariats
jointly convened a workshop on November 15, 2024, in Paris. Chaired by Mr. Richard Heys (UK, WPDEMA
Chair) and Mr. Si Yuan Tan (Singapore, TG-eCOM Chair), with Ms. Siriphan Wichaidit (Thailand,
TG-eCOM) as co-chair, the workshop brought together participants from various countries and e-commerce
platforms.

The workshop was centered around a tour-de-table in which all delegations had the opportunity to reflect
on the strengths and limitations of the e-commerce definition and guidelines. Breakout sessions allowed for
more detailed discussions. The workshop also benefitted from the participation of representatives of several
large e-commerce platforms.

Participants generally agreed that the definition remains robust and adaptable to evolving e-commerce
landscapes. However, there was a consensus that updating the accompanying guidance could enhance its
clarity and practical application.

Key points raised during the workshop include:
o Complexities in defining e-commerce transactions:

o Participants discussed the challenges of categorizing hybrid transactions that involve both
online and offline elements.

o The treatment of transactions initiated digitally but completed offline, such as kiosk orders, was
raised as a point of discussion.



o The role of manually typed messages in online ordering, particularly in developing countries,
was highlighted.

e Challenges in data collection and interpretation:

o It was suggested that internal accounting practices can hinder the accurate delineation of
e-commerce transactions.

o Some participants noted that simplifying data collection methods, such as using percentages
of total sales, might lead to less precise results.

o The importance of engaging with the appropriate individuals within organizations to obtain
accurate e-commerce data was emphasized.

e Valuation of specific e-commerce transactions:

o Questions were raised about the recording and valuation of online share-dealing and digitally
ordered subscriptions.

o Participants noted that geographical considerations, such as the location of the seller, buyer,
and servers, could impact the recording of e-commerce transactions.

o Participants also noted the potential for an e-commerce transaction to encompass both a web
sale from a business to a consumer and, in the background, an EDI-type order between
businesses

e Contextualizing e-commerce statistics:
o The importance of analyzing e-commerce statistics in conjunction with other relevant metrics,
such as overall retail sales and broader digital economy indicators, was emphasized.

The workshop highlighted the need for continued dialogue and collaboration among stakeholders to refine
the guidance on e-commerce measurement. The WPDEMA's upcoming review of the definition and
accompanying guidelines presents an opportunity to incorporate valuable insights from the workshop and
address the challenges identified in relation to defining and delineating e-commerce, while the TG-eCOM
will also draw upon aspects relevant to its continuing work focused on the measurement of e-commerce
value.

IV. Next steps

The TG-eCOM will continue to meet quarterly to work towards the objective of delivering a first full draft of the
guidelines and recommendations for discussion at the sixth session of the WG-ECDE in December 2025.

Subject to resources, one of these meetings will be held in-person, in Geneva or elsewhere.

As previously mentioned, voluntary financial contributions from member States to support the work of the Task
Group and the achievement of its objectives are welcome.

V. Action for WG-ECDE

Delegates are invited to comment on this progress report and highlight any additional issues that the TG-eCOM
should address.





