
The Digital Economy: An Opportunity for Decent Work and Economic Growth 

The COVID-19 pandemic has severely affected world economies, enterprises, and workers. Global 

productivity declined because of COVID-19 response policies such as lockdowns that increased poverty 

and unemployment worldwide. In 2020 alone, the loss of working hours was four times higher than the 

2009 global financial crisis, equivalent to the loss of 255 million full-time jobs (ILO 2021). Now, 

governments have realized that sector-specific measures (such as smart lockdowns) to control the spread 

of COVID-19 are more acceptable to people as they have fewer impacts on the economy. Such a sector-

specific measure, however, may not be sufficient to fully restore economies and employment in the long 

run.  

 

To bring the economy back on track, governments, companies, and workers have started adopting digital 

commerce and remote working. The digital transformation has given birth to new industries such as online 

education, online healthcare, and remote offices. As a result, it created new employment opportunities and 

space, independent micro-economies, and more confinement-oriented digital products and services. 

Unfortunately, not everyone is equally equipped to adopt this new world of work, and hence, existing 

vulnerabilities of women, youth, and people with no knowledge of adequate digital connectivity are being 

exacerbated (UNECE 2020). 

 

Pakistan is cognizant of the importance of digital technologies and skills to enhance inclusiveness in 

research and innovation in order to unlock economic competitiveness. In this regard, the Government of 

Pakistan (GoP) approved the Information Communication Technology (ICT) Policy (2018) and e-

Commerce Policy of Pakistan (2019) for the digital transformation of the economy. Under the e-Commerce  

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 labour force, along with having 25% share in export of manufactured goods, and 

35% in manufacturing value addition (MoC 2019). 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 

(ecommerce DB n.d.) with the expected market volume of USD 7,903 million by 2025 (Statista n.d.). 

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 

2019) reflect a growing potential. 

 

Similarly, freelancing is also considered an important employment opportunity sector in the ‘e-Commerce 

Policy of Pakistan (2019)’. Pakistan is the fourth largest growing freelancing market in the world (MoC 

2019) and Pakistan’s gig economy surged by 69% during the pandemic (Payoneer 2020). As part of the 

digital transformation initiative, the GoP has started an ‘e-Rozgaar Training Programme’ offering people a 

new way to enhance their professional capabilities, especially freelancing skills.  

 



While Pakistan is navigating the development of its digital economy, the landscape of global rulemaking 

on digital trade is fast evolving. Since no consensus has been reached on e-commerce rules at the global 

level, the digital trade agenda has been pushed forward largely through bilateral and regional trade 

agreements, while a subset of interested members in the World Trade Organization (WTO) continue to 

pursue a plurilateral agreement on e-commerce. Critically, the norms that are established in these smaller 

groupings can strongly influence the evolution of future multilateral agreements on digital trade. 

Understanding the implications of proposed e-commerce rules for businesses in Pakistan, including on 

cross-border data flow, data localisation and source-code sharing will be critical in informing the country’s 

digital trade and e-commerce policy for inclusive development. 

 

Given the above background and developments, this panel will bring together subject experts to discuss the 

following questions: 

• What are the challenges, regulatory, and infrastructure gaps that Pakistan is facing in providing a 

level playing field for digital economy actors, especially emerging freelancers and SMEs? 

• How much financial empowerment can digitalisation provide? 

• How different is Pakistan’s digital transformation in comparison to other countries of the region? 

• What are the gender aspects of digital transformation and issues being faced by female 

entrepreneurs?  

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

for SMEs and freelancing in Pakistan)? 

• How can digital trade policies be shaped to promote economic growth and inclusive development 

in Pakistan? 

Highlighting digital constraints along with a way forward, the discussion will contribute to evidence-based 

policy recommendations required for digital transformation in Pakistan and capitalize on existing policy 

initiatives including the ‘e-Commerce Policy of Pakistan’, ‘Digital Pakistan Policy’, and the proposed 

‘National Freelancing Facilitation Policy.’ 
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