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For the last number of years, I’ve written about the “hidden” digital economy and the “missing” 
trade that isn’t covered in conventional economic measures. The widespread use of the Internet 
has fundamentally altered the global economy, yet most economic measures haven’t caught up 
with this dramatic change. 
 
This concern isn’t only academic: it means we risk failing to anticipate or recognize significant 
economic change when or even after it takes place. This is central to understanding the 
trajectory of any industry, any economy, government tax revenues, or work and leisure. 
 
To address this, we need to complement our existing measures with rigorous new data 
approaches that capture the digital economy, and we need to do so not just in North America, 
but in China and other emerging markets.  
 
Here are three ways in which the global economy has changed that are not well reflected in our 
conventional economic measures and analyses:  
 

1. We now sell “intangibles” globally. When I studied economics in the 1990s, trade was 
about selling manufactured products or commodities globally. We bought and sold 
services only locally. But the rise of the Internet, coupled with dramatic reductions in 
global communications costs, has now made it both possible and attractive to sell many 
high-value services globally. Examples include financial services and computer services, 
which can be sold virtually. Governments do survey businesses and are able to capture 
some of these intangible activities sold globally. Yet, much of our statistical architecture, 
economic analysis, and public discourse focuses mainly on the data we get from tracking 
products as they cross borders.  

2. Individuals are not only consumers, they are producers. In the global digital 
economy, anyone can sell or buy globally. Yet, our existing methods typically focus on 
individuals only when it comes to consumption, and survey businesses when it comes to 
producing goods or services. Today, if you want a true signal on how significant hotel 
services are, you need to understand the extent to which individuals or micro-businesses 
are renting their places via AirBnB’s platform, in addition to how much business hotels 
themselves are doing. And, if you want a true understanding of how many people are in 
the labor market, you need to understand how many citizens are selling their computer 
programming services on online platforms or driving Uber, not just how many people are 
employed in traditional jobs.  

3. China is at the forefront of digital economy change, yet Chinese data can be 
unreliable. Not only has China’s rapid growth transformed the global economy, China is 
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now at the forefront of the global digital economy. The country has the world’s largest 
Internet-using population and is by far the leader on every digital economy measure we 
track at RIWI, including the use of digital wallets, the adoption of online health 
consultations, and the adoption of online ‘gig’ work. Yet, most attempts to measure and 
capture the digital economy have focused on North America or on English-language 
online platforms. To understand what the future of banking, work, education, health care, 
autos, and many other fields may look like, we need reliable signals of change in China. 
But experts regularly accuse China of manipulating its economic data. It’s difficult to get 
clean data signals on either the traditional or digital economy in the country which likely 
represents the most significant and rapid change.  

 
Statistical agencies and researchers globally are trying new approaches to capture some of 
these economic changes.  Getting a good read on these is not necessarily straightforward. 1

When it comes to “intangibles”, for example, customs officials can’t count them as they cross a 
border like they do for products. Nor can analysts rely on satellite images of cars in store 
parking lots, as some analysts in the private sector do, since they don’t shed light on things that 
are bought and sold digitally and may raise data privacy concerns.  
 
We shouldn’t abandon our existing economic measures of exports, imports, employment, and 
GDP, nor existing China and emerging markets data. But we do need to recognize that existing 
data fail to give us the full picture and may give us noisy readings of true economic behavior. 
We need to add new dimensions or new measures that are global and globally comparable and 
that include digital economy activities. There are a range of innovative new data approaches 
that, when adopted rigorously, can help us get clean signals on these digital economy trends. 
Two new approaches to measure online ‘gig’ work, for example, include the Oxford Internet 
Institute’s Online Labour Index, and RIWI’s new global indicator of online-facilitated ‘gig’ work.  
 
The data gaps between reality and existing measures will become even wider as global Internet 
penetration continues to rise. This will be especially so in China and other emerging markets 
that are no longer bit players in the global economy. These countries don’t just follow trends in 
the developed world, but are key players in the adoption of digital practices across banking, 
work, education, health and many other areas.  
 
If we fail to understand and measure the digital economy as it is in reality, and to do so from a 
truly global perspective, we are likely to miss the key inflection points that signal change, and 
we risk misreading the future.  

1 For example, see the OECD’s April 2019 paper that catalogues the different approaches to measuring 
online platform work. The piece highlights the challenges of doing so, and points out that these 
approaches are not comparable across countries nor over time: https://doi.org/10.1787/170a14d9-en. 
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