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ELECTRONIC COMMERCE

Note by UNSD on the ISI Cutting Edge Conference on the
Measurement of E-commerce, 6-8 December, 1999, Singapore

1. The Conference was initiated under the auspices of the
International Statistical Institute (ISI), and was jointly
organised by the Singapore Department of Statistics (DOS), the
National University of Singapore (NUS) and the Infocomm
Development Authority of Singapore (IDA).

2. At the end of the Conference, the DOS held a ‘Roundtable
Discussion on Measurement Issues of the New Economy’.  The
discussion was intended to provide an organised forum for DOS
and other government and international organization
statisticians to exchange views and share experiences.

3. The DOS prepared a Summary of the Roundtable Discussion,
which also refers to several of the main insights of the
Conference itself.  The Summary is attached (with the permission
of the DOS) and is thought to provide an effective way of
reporting to the Subcommittee on the main aspects of the
Conference.



A SUMMARY OF THE ‘ROUNDTABLE DISCUSSION ON MEASUREMENT
ISSUES OF THE NEW ECONOMY’

Introduction

1. At the end of the conference on the Measurement of Electronic Commerce (EC), the
Singapore Department of Statistics (DOS) held a ‘Roundtable Discussion on Measurement
Issues of the New Economy’. The roundtable discussion was intended to provide an organised
forum for DOS and other government statisticians to exchange views and share experiences.

2. The discussion was chaired by Mr Bill McLennan, Head of the Australian Bureau of
Statistics (ABS) and attended by more than thirty participants, representing the International
Statistical Institute (ISI), OECD, United Nations and 15 national statistical offices (NSOs).  The
countries represented included Belgium, Hong Kong, Indonesia, Japan, Korea, Netherlands, New
Zealand, Malaysia, Thailand and United Kingdom.

Summary of Discussion

3. The ideas and views raised during the one and a half hour long discussion could be
broadly grouped into the following four topics:

a) Insights from conference proceedings;

b) Statistics on E-Commerce: A new domain in official statistics;

c) Future plans and strategies for developing E-Commerce statistics; and

d) New frame of reference for the New Economy

Insights from Conference Proceedings

4. The discussion noted that the present value of EC transactions was relatively small but
growing rapidly. In 1998, the total value of EC transactions amounted to less than S$2 billion for
both Singapore and Australia. Most EC transactions were between business to business (B-to-B);
business to consumer (B-to-C) transactions constituted only $34 million, or just 2 per cent of the
total EC transactions. In comparison to the annual turnover of the Singapore retail sector (S$25
billion in 1997), these transactions were relatively insignificant.  However, with EC transactions
expected to grow at a phenomenal pace, their impact on the economy and society would likely be
substantial.  It was therefore crucial for appropriate and comparable EC statistical indicators to
be developed to facilitate the proper monitoring and evaluation of the development, growth and
impact of EC.

5. The discussion also noted that the estimates compiled by NSOs were different from the
widely varying estimates put out by private sector market research firms.  One source for the
wide disparity among private sector estimates was differences in their interpretation of what



constituted EC.  A second and perhaps more important reason was that these estimates were
projected or extrapolated from relatively small samples.  NSOs’ estimates, while less timely, had
the merit of being based on a consistent and conceptual framework.  They were also more likely
to be compiled on the basis of large, comprehensive surveys.

6. The adoption of a consistent and conceptual framework by NSOs would enhance the
value of EC statistics.  In particular, the incorporation of EC transactions in the national accounts
and balance of payments would provide a meaningful basis for assessing the economic impact
and contribution of EC.  NSOs would have to work closely with the international agencies on the
development of an appropriate statistical framework for the collection and interpretation of EC
statistics.  The availability of such a framework would facilitate the proper interpretation of EC
statistics and their relationship with key macro-economic indicators pertaining to output,
employment, productivity and prices.

7. However, given the rapid growth and evolution of EC, a major challenge for NSOs was
to ensure the continuing relevance of the statistical framework.  Efforts by NSOs to monitor and
track EC transactions would have to be reviewed periodically.  Their approach and methodology
would have to be constantly reviewed and modified to account for new developments.

Statistics on E-Commerce: A New Domain in Official Statistics

8. Given the importance of EC and its pervasiveness across every economic sector, the
discussion agreed that EC statistics should constitute a new domain in official statistics.
However, participants were unable to reach an understanding of the scope of such statistics.
Some participants felt that EC statistics was just one of the many increasing demands on NSOs.
However, given the limited, and in some cases declining resources available to NSOs, it was not
possible for them to provide sufficiently comprehensive EC statistics to address all the concerns
of policy makers and market participants.  These constraints meant that it was crucial also for
NSOs to avoid doing “market research” on EC.  NSOs would have to be realistic and focus on
EC statistics that are highly relevant from a national macro-economic perspective.  EC statistics
compiled by NSOs should, as far as possible, be based on internationally agreed definitions and
statistical frameworks.

9. In the setting of priorities, NSOs should consider the inputs and views of the various
interested parties, particularly government policy makers and the business community.  In
developing EC statistics, NSOs should avoid duplicating the work of market research firms.

10. The discussion suggested that EC statistics produced by NSOs should serve the following
objectives:

a) provide the basis for informed public discussion;

b) provide information for policy formulation and evaluation; and

c) enable the proper assessment of the impact of EC on the economy, e.g. the national accounts,
balance of payments and prices.



Future Plans and Strategies for Developing E-Commerce Statistics

11. The discussion noted that the official collection of EC statistics was in its infancy.
Among the NSOs represented in the discussion, only Australia, Singapore and UK, have
collected data on EC. However, several NSOs indicated their intention to do so in the next one to
two years. Korea and New Zealand, for example, would start collecting data on EC from the year
2000.

12. The discussion noted that it was preferable to commence collecting data on EC transactions
at an early stage when the total value of EC transactions was still relatively small and
manageable. It was further noted that the establishment of data quality for any new survey
(whether on EC or some other topics) would require an additional year or two.  Further,
given that EC was a relatively new but rapidly growing phenomenon, it was not easy for a
good sampling frame to be developed.

13. NSOs welcomed the work done by the OECD in developing appropriate definitions on
EC and model surveys on EC.  The OECD’s initiatives would provide a useful guide for NSOs in
collecting comparable data on EC. NSOs could, in addition, leverage on the experiences of each
other in their efforts to improve and refine their survey questionnaires and sampling frame.  They
should also gather feedback from their respondents on their ability to provide the data required of
them.

14. NSOs noted that surveys on EC should be carried out on both households and business
establishments.  However, they should be mindful of the need to minimise respondent burden.
Where possible, NSOs could consider incorporating or integrating the new data requirements in
their existing surveys.  Noting that payment for EC transactions would be made mainly through
credit cards and other electronic payment systems, NSOs were urged to explore the feasibility of
obtaining data from banks, credit card companies and other service providers.

New Frame of Reference for the New Economy

15. The discussion observed that EC was but one of the many aspects of the new economy.
The new economy has brought about several fundamental changes that could have
tremendous economic and social impact.  Driven by globalisation and rapid technological
developments, these changes would not only affect output, employment, productivity and
growth, but they would also have serious cultural and social implications.

16. NSOs recognised that they were ill-prepared to meet several of the new challenges.  They
recognised the need for greater co-operation, co-ordination and collaboration among
themselves.  International agencies such as the United Nations and the OECD have a
responsibility to contribute their resources and expertise.  The International Statistical
Institute indicated also their interest in helping NSOs in their efforts.



17. Participants agreed on the need for a new or more appropriate statistical frame of
reference, one that encompasses concepts, definitions, classification systems, survey
systems and analytical tools, to understand and measure the new economy. They noted
that the traditional frame of reference, based on physical goods and the production
orientation of the industrial economy, was inadequate to cope with the proliferation of
immaterial goods, such as information and knowledge, in the new economy.

18. NSOs recognised the difficulties in revising and updating existing international standards,
e.g. the International Standards of Industrial Classification, the United Nations’ System
of National Accounts and the IMF’s Balance of Payments Manual.  They noted that some
initial progress has been made, but recognised that much more need to be done.

19. The EC Conference and the Roundtable Conference provided participants with a useful
forum to exchange views and share experiences.
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