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Promoting E-commerce: Exploring Opportunities for Small and Medium Enterprises in 

Pakistan 

E-commerce is an emerging policy concern in Pakistan as the Ministry of Commerce launched the 

‘e-Commerce Policy of Pakistan’ in 2019 (MoC 2019a). Under this policy, the government is 

targeting to raise e-commerce exports by 50% along with facilitating small and medium enterprises 

(SMEs) through the e-SME initiative. SMEs contribute significantly to the country’s economy 

with a share of around 30% in Gross Domestic Product (Shah 2018). They employ around 80% of 

the non-agriculture labor force, along with having 25% share in export of manufactured goods and 

35% in manufacturing value addition (MoC 2019a). Use of digital technologies by SMEs has the 

potential to reduce costs, increase productivity and lead to direct and indirect employment creation 

through a boost in output and exports (Mubarak et al. 2019).  

 

Currently, Pakistan is the 46th largest e-commerce economy (ecommerceDB n.d.) with the 

expected market volume of USD 7,856 million by 2025 (Statista 2020). During fiscal year 2018 

and 2019, around 100% increase was observed in registered merchants along with 89% increase 

in e-commerce transactions (The World Bank 2020). An emerging digital landscape, particularly 

in the form of 3G/4G in 2014, and 28% increase in broadband subscribers in five years (MoC 

2019a) reflect a growing potential. 

 

However, the country has a long way to go to promote e-commerce for SMEs as lack of an enabling 

environment in terms of existing issues related to infrastructure such as availability of Internet and 

its slow speed, absence of international online payment systems, consumer protection, among 

others need to be addressed (Nazir and Zhu 2018; The World Bank 2020). A sizable proportion of 

the population (72.5%) needs to be connected with the Internet as Data Reportal (2021) estimates 

only 27.5% internet users in Pakistan. Similarly, lack of data protection for both sellers and buyers 

is hampering the potential of e-commerce as it results in cybercrimes and also reduced consumer 

confidence (Javed 2020; Ahmed et al. forthcoming). Lack of awareness and capacity to adopt e-

commerce is another concern reported by Abbas et al. (2018).  

 

Gender dimension of e-commerce is another concern due to the digital divide and male/female 

disparity in literacy in Pakistan. According to the GSMA (2021), Pakistan is among those countries 

with the widest mobile gender gap and women are 49% less likely than men to use mobile internet. 

Low financial inclusion and absence of international payment schemes are also major hurdles in 

terms of payment infrastructure in Pakistan (MoC 2019b). 

 

With this background and considering the potential benefits of e-commerce, this panel aims to 

engage multiple stakeholders including policymakers, regulators, and the private sector to generate 

discussion around the following questions: 

 

• What are the major barriers to adopting e-commerce by SMEs? 

• What kind of infrastructure issues are being faced by SMEs? 

• What are the gender aspects of e-commerce and issues being faced by female entrepreneurs 

in adopting e-commerce?  

• What is the way forward for addressing gaps and issues to promote e-commerce for SMEs 

in Pakistan? 
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Highlighting digital constraints along with a way forward, the discussion will contribute to 

evidence-based policy recommendations required for digital transformation of SMEs in Pakistan 

and capitalise on existing policy initiatives including the ‘e-Commerce Policy of Pakistan’, 

‘Digital Pakistan Policy’, and ‘Pakistan e-SME Program.’ 
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