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Introduction

I n 2018, 11 countries—Australia, Brunei, Canada, Chile, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand, Peru, 
Singapore, and Vietnam—came together to sign the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement 
for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP). The agreement deepened the liberalization of trade in 

goods and services among the members and broke new ground addressing digital trade issues via a 
comprehensive e-commerce chapter. However, to date, little is known about the impact of the CPTPP 
in general and its e-commerce provisions in particular on trade, investment, and e-commerce in the 
CPTPP region.

This five-part series seeks to provide early insight into the CPTPP’s potential effects by: (1) looking 
at trade and investment flows in the CPTPP region in the past few years; (2) exploring the views of 
firms in the CPTPP region on the agreement and especially its e-commerce chapter; and (3) presenting 
preliminary findings on the CPTPP’s unique impacts relative to other factors that have shaped trade 
and e-commerce patterns in the region, such as other recent trade agreements, trade wars, and the 
Covid-19 crisis. Much more data and analysis will be needed to establish how the CPTPP is shaping its 
members’ trade flows; this series looks to raise fresh hypotheses for such future research by exploring 
early patterns.

Learning about the agreement and its potential impacts is timely for many groups, including: (1) 
countries that have expressed interest in joining the CPTPP, such as the United Kingdom, South Korea, 
China, Taiwan, Thailand, and the Philippines, (2) countries that have adopted CPTPP-like digital trade 
provisions in other trade agreements, (3) the many countries and regional groupings, such as the 
members of the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), that are pursuing agreements related to 
e-commerce, and (4) the ongoing e-commerce negotiations in Geneva among the leading World Trade 
Organization (WTO) members.



2  |  Kati Suominen

This series will cover five topics:

 ▪ Two Years into the Deal: What are CPTPP members’ trade and investment patterns?

 ▪ The Impacts of the CPTPP’s E-commerce Chapter: What do businesses in CPTPP member 
economies think about the CPTPP’s e-commerce chapter, its impacts, and its enforcement?

 ▪ Growing the Bloc: What would countries that aspire for CPTPP membership bring to the table, and 
how would they benefit, especially from the CPTPP’s e-commerce provisions?

 ▪ Impacts on Trade: How has the agreement affected the trade of CPTPP members? Is it possible to tell?

 ▪ Beyond the CPTPP: What are the lessons learned from CPTPP countries negotiating e-commerce-
related provisions in trade agreements?
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1

What Are CPTPP Members’ 
Trade and Investment 
Patterns Two Years into 
the Deal?

I n 2018, 11 countries—Australia, Brunei, Canada, Chile, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand, Peru, 
Singapore, and Vietnam—came together to sign the CPTPP, hailed at the time as the gold-standard deal 
that would uphold free trade in the Asia-Pacific region amid the U.S.-China trade wars. Seven members—

Australia, Canada, Japan, Mexico, New Zealand, Singapore, and Vietnam—ratified the deal promptly. Yet 
shortly into its second year, the membership suffered supply chain disruptions and demand shocks due to 
Covid-19 as well as, on the upside, rapid acceleration of e-commerce, including across borders.

Exploration of recent trade and investment data during this turbulent time suggests that Vietnam 
especially, for which the CPTPP is a flagship trade deal, has made gains in goods exports and imports 
and tapped investment inflows, while tech superstars Japan and Singapore are on the way to increasing 
their trade in digitally deliverable services. Of extra-regional partners, China continues relentless 
growth as a source of imports for CPTPP members. This paper reviews CPTPP members’ trade and 
investment patterns in recent years to start exploring the agreements’ potential impacts, without at 
this point attributing trends to the CPTPP. Chapter 4 in this series seeks to get at these causal patterns.

In particular, there are seven major developments:

1. The fluctuations of CPTPP members’ exports to the CPTPP region mirror their global exports, 
with Vietnam scoring new export gains.

In 2019, the first year of the CPTPP’s implementation, members’ trade in the CPTPP region dropped 
by 4 percent, with the exceptions of Australia (0.5 percent export growth) and Vietnam (7 percent 
growth), and signatories that had not ratified the deal, Brunei (27 percent growth) and Peru (24 
percent growth) (Figure 1). Vietnam gained in manufactured exports to the CPTPP, especially to Japan. 
In 2020, amid Covid-19, all CPTPP members’ exports to the bloc declined, though Chile and Vietnam 
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managed to grow their global exports by about 6 percent, with Vietnam benefiting from global demand 
for phones, electronics, and computers.1

Figure 1: CPTPP Members’ Goods Exports to CPTPP Members, 2016–2020 (in millions of USD)
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Source: IMF, “Direction of Trade Statistics (DOTS),” Online Database, 
https://data.imf.org/?sk=9D6028D4-F14A-464C-A2F2-59B2CD424B85. 

Figure 1: CPTPP Members’ Goods Exports to CPTPP Members, 2016–2020
(in millions of USD)

Source: IMF, “Direction of Trade Statistics (DOTS),” Online Database, https://data.imf.org/?sk=9D6028D4-F14A-464C-A2F2-59B2CD424B85. 

https://data.imf.org/?sk=9D6028D4-F14A-464C-A2F2-59B2CD424B85
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CPTPP members’ intra-bloc export performance mirrors their overall export performance: from 2017 
to 2020, the ups and downs of CPTPP members’ trade with each other have followed the patterns of 
their trade with the rest of the world. Australia, Brunei, Malaysia, and Vietnam expanded their exports 
both to CPTPP members and the world during this period, while Canada and Japan’s exports to CPTPP 
members and the world dropped. In general, CPTPP members’ intra-bloc export gains from 2017 to 
2020 were nonexistent or lackluster, except for Vietnam (4 percent export growth into the CPTPP per 
annum) and Brunei (15 percent growth, albeit from a low base).

2. Brunei, Singapore, and Vietnam have been growing their imports from within the CPTPP—
but also from the rest of the world

In 2019, most CPTPP members grew their imports, especially from Australia and Vietnam. Malaysia 
expanded imports from Chile and Mexico in particular, and Mexico did so from Malaysia and Vietnam 
(Figure 2). However, the CPTPP bloc as a whole only grew as a source of imports in 2019 for Mexico 
and Vietnam and very slightly for Canada and Brunei.

In 2020, Brunei, Singapore, and Vietnam grew their purchases from most of their CPTPP peers; Chile 
had double-digit import growth from Australia, Canada, and New Zealand; and Malaysia had double-
digit import growth from Brunei, Canada, New Zealand, and Peru. However, these bilateral flows 
were from a low base and totaled only 1 percent of all CPTPP members’ imports from peers in the 
block. In the biggest CPTPP goods trade corridor, Singapore’s imports from Malaysia grew 7 percent, 
but the second-largest corridor, Japanese imports from Australia, dropped by 22 percent. Most CPTPP 
members’ imports of manufactured goods, especially from Japan and Mexico, dropped drastically in 
2020 against a backdrop of a major plunge of CPTPP members’ imports from the United States and 
European Union and, in most cases, a decline of imports from China.

Overall, CPTPP members’ intra-bloc imports echo patterns in their imports from the world: from 
2017 to 2020, countries that grew their goods imports from the CPTPP region—Brunei, Singapore, and 
Vietnam—also grew their goods imports from the rest of the world. Meanwhile, Chile and Malaysia’s 
imports from CPTPP members dropped quite drastically during the period.

Perhaps the overall subdued growth in intra-bloc trade versus total trade partly reflects members’ 
relatively low most-favored-nation (MFN) tariffs (Table 1). Even Mexico, which has a higher applied 
MFN rate, also has long-standing free trade agreements (FTAs) with mostly zero tariffs with several 
CPTPP members. Indeed, the CPTPP was built on the extensive network of bilateral and regional trade 
agreements among member economies. It could be expected to increase the trade flows of partners 
without extensive trade agreement networks—such as Vietnam, for which the CPTPP represented the first 
flagship FTA, with deep liberalization both for outbound and inbound trade. According to a 2019 World 
Bank estimate, Vietnam will have gained deep market access to CPTPP members and eliminated tariffs 
on them by 2030 (Figures 3 and 4).2 New Zealand and Singapore will also gain significant new access, 
Brunei will liberalize, and Japan and Singapore will bring down non-tariff barriers. Brunei and Vietnam are 
expected to score the greatest GDP growth gains, at 1.9 and 1.1 percent, respectively, by 2030.

In addition, like most trade deals, the CPTPP makes members adhere to open regionalism, essentially 
barring protectionist barriers against third parties. To the extent the CPTPP succeeds at bolstering 
economic growth and demand in the member economies, it should also result in trade creation with 
extra-regional partners.
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Figure 2: CPTPP Members’ Goods Imports from CPTPP Members, 2016–2020 (in millions of USD)
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Source: IMF, “Direction of Trade Statistics (DOTS),” Online Database, 
https://data.imf.org/?sk=9D6028D4-F14A-464C-A2F2-59B2CD424B85. 

Figure 2: CPTPP Members’ Goods Imports from CPTPP Members, 2016–2020
(in millions of USD)

Source: IMF, “Direction of Trade Statistics (DOTS),” Online Database, https://data.imf.org/?sk=9D6028D4-F14A-464C-A2F2-59B2CD424B85. 

https://data.imf.org/?sk=9D6028D4-F14A-464C-A2F2-59B2CD424B85
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Table 1: CPTPP Members MFN Tariffs, 2019

Simple 
average – 

MFN applied

Simple 
average – MFN 

applied – 
agricultural 

products

Simple 
average – MFN 
applied – non-

agricultural 
products

% of tariff 
lines 

liberalized – 
MFN applied

% of tariff 
lines with 

duties > 15% 
MFN applied

Australia 2.4%  1.2% 2.6%  52.0%  0.0%

Brunei 0.3%  0.0% 0.3%  95.8%  0.0%

Canada 3.9% 15.1% 2.1%  77.7%  6.5%

Chile 6.0%  6.0% 6.0%  0.3%  0.0%

Japan 4.3% 15.5% 2.5%  53.1%  3.5%

Malaysia 5.6%  7.7% 5.3%  66.3% 13.2%

Mexico 7.1% 13.9% 6.0%  49.0% 12.1%

New Zealand 2.0%  1.4% 2.1%  64.9%  0.0%

Peru 2.4%  2.8% 2.3%  68.5%  0.0%

Singapore 0.0%  0.0% 0.0% 100.0%  0.0%

Vietnam 9.5% 17.2% 8.4%  35.3% 24.4%

Source: World Trade Organization, “World Tariff Profiles 2019,” Database, per data accessed in May 2021, https://www.wto.org/english/
res_e/publications_e/world_tariff_profiles19_e.htm. 

https://www.wto.org/english/res_e/publications_e/world_tariff_profiles19_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/res_e/publications_e/world_tariff_profiles19_e.htm
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Figure 3: Trade Barriers Faced by CPTPP Members in CPTPP Markets, 2015 and 2030  

0% 2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12% 14% 16% 18%

Vietnam
Singapore

Peru
New Zealand

Mexico
Malaysia

Japan
Chile

Canada
Brunei

Australia
Vietnam

Singapore
Peru

New Zealand
Mexico

Malaysia
Japan

Chile
Canada

Brunei
Australia

N
on

ta
ri 

 b
ar

rie
rs

 fa
ce

d 
in

 C
PT

PP
(t

ra
de

 w
ei

gh
te

d 
av

er
ag

es
)

Ta
ri 

s f
ac

ed
 in

 C
PT

PP
(t

ra
de

 w
ei

gh
te

d 
av

er
ag

es
)

2015 2030

Source: Michael J. Ferrantino, Maryla Maslizewska, and Svitlana Taran, Actual and Potential 
Trade Agreements in the Asia-Pacific: Estimated E�ects (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2019), 
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Figure 3: Trade Barriers Faced by CPTPP Members in CPTPP Markets,
2015 and 2030

Source: Michael J. Ferrantino, Maryla Maslizewska, and Svitlana Taran, Actual and Potential Trade Agreements in the Asia-Pacific: 
Estimated Effects (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2019), https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/33549. 

Figure 4: Trade Barriers Imposed by CPTPP Members on CPTPP Members, 2015 and 2030

0% 2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12% 14% 16% 18%

Vietnam
Singapore

Peru
New Zealand

Mexico
Malaysia

Japan
Chile

Canada
Brunei

Australia
Vietnam

Singapore
Peru

New Zealand
Mexico

Malaysia
Japan

Chile
Canada

Brunei
Australia

N
on

ta
ri 

 b
ar

rie
rs

 im
po

se
d

on
 o

th
er

 C
PT

PP
 m

em
be

rs
(t

ra
de

 w
ei

gh
te

d 
av

er
ag

es
)

Ta
ri 

s i
m

po
se

d 
on

 o
th

er
 C

PT
PP

m
em

be
rs

 (t
ra

de
 w

ei
gh

te
d 

av
er

ag
es

)

2015 2030

Source: Michael J. Ferrantino, Maryla Maslizewska, and Svitlana Taran, Actual and Potential Trade 
Agreements in the Asia-Pacific: Estimated E�ects (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2019), 
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/33549. NTMs are based on estimates by 
Hiau Looi Kee, Alessandro Nicita, and Marcelo Olarreaga, “Import Demand Elasticities and Trade 
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Figure 4: Trade Barriers Imposed by CPTPP Members on CPTPP Members,
2015 and 2030

Source: Michael J. Ferrantino, Maryla Maslizewska, and Svitlana Taran, Actual and Potential Trade Agreements in the Asia-Pacific: 
Estimated Effects (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2019), https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/33549. NTMs 
are based on estimates by Hiau Looi Kee, Alessandro Nicita, and Marcelo Olarreaga, “Import Demand Elasticities and Trade 
Distortions,” Review of Economics and Statistics 90, no. 4 (2008), updated in 2012, https://econpapers.repec.org/article/tprrestat/
v_3a90_3ay_3a2008_3ai_3a4_3ap_3a666-682.htm. 

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/33549
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/33549
https://econpapers.repec.org/article/tprrestat/v_3a90_3ay_3a2008_3ai_3a4_3ap_3a666-682.htm
https://econpapers.repec.org/article/tprrestat/v_3a90_3ay_3a2008_3ai_3a4_3ap_3a666-682.htm
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3. Partly reflecting China’s rise in CPTPP members’ exports and imports, the CPTPP region is 
less relevant for most CPTPP members’ goods trade today than a decade ago.

Japan remains a very important export destination for all CPTPP members. Malaysia is a leading export 
market for Singapore, and Singapore in turn plays a significant role in Japanese and Malaysian exports. 
Overall, however, CPTPP members’ have become somewhat less important to each other as both export 
and import markets in recent years. Only Mexico, Peru, and Singapore have slightly increased imports 
from the CPTPP as a share of their total imports in 2020 compared to 2011 or 2017, and the CPTPP 
has only grown somewhat as an export destination for Brunei and Singapore. In contrast, China has 
grown as an export market and especially as a source of imports for most CPTPP members, except as 
an export market for Mexico, for which exports are still mostly destined for the United States (Figure 
5). While the United States is still a very important source of imports for CPTPP markets, China is 
unquestionably rising in prominence in CPTPP members’ trade and has further cemented its role 
through the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), posing new geopolitical questions 
for the region and its traditional trading partners.

Figure 5: Goods Export Markets and Import Sources within the CPTPP in 2011, 2017,  
and 2020, by Trade Partners
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https://data.imf.org/?sk=9D6028D4-F14A-464C-A2F2-59B2CD424B85.

Figure 5: Goods Export Markets and Import Sources within the CPTPP 
in 2011, 2017, and 2020, by Trade Partners

Source: Author’s calculations based on IMF, “Direction of Trade Statistics (DOTS), Online Database, https://data.imf.org/?sk=9D6028D4-
F14A-464C-A2F2-59B2CD424B85. 

https://data.imf.org/?sk=9D6028D4-F14A-464C-A2F2-59B2CD424B85
https://data.imf.org/?sk=9D6028D4-F14A-464C-A2F2-59B2CD424B85
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4. In services, the picture is somewhat different (though data ends in 2018): before the 
deal entered into effect, the largest CPTPP members grew their commercial services and 
particularly digitally deliverable services trade with each other, with Singapore and Japan 
leading the way.

The CPTPP liberalizes trade in services and cements free cross-border data transfer and trade in digital 
goods, which could be expected to fuel trade in digitally deliverable services. This has been an area 
of robust growth for CPTPP members’ bilateral flows—at least through 2018, the end of currently 
available data on bilateral services, and the year the CPTPP was signed. That year, Australia, Japan, 
New Zealand, and especially Singapore expanded their services exports to the CPTPP region, albeit 
against the backdrop of very robust growth in services exports to other parts of the world. Japan, 
Malaysia, New Zealand, and Singapore especially boosted their exports of digitally deliverable services 
(e.g., computing, professional, and engineering services that can be delivered online) to fellow CPTPP 
members (Figure 6). Malaysia has also had strong, 16 percent growth in its digitally deliverable 
services to the CPTPP region. Data that will come in during 2022–23 will provide more insight into 
patterns after the CPTPP was signed.

Figure 6: Selected CPTPP Members’ Digitally Deliverable Services Exports to the CPTPP 
Region, 2011–2018 (in millions of USD)
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Figure 6: Selected CPTPP Members’ Digitally Deliverable Services Exports 
to the CPTPP Region, 2011–2018 (in millions of USD)

Source: Author’s calculation based on WTO services data at https://data.wto.org/.

Digitally deliverable services imports are also growing in the CPTPP region, mostly from Japan and 
Singapore, which are also each other’s leading digital trade partners. Australia, Canada, Japan, Malaysia, 
New Zealand, and Singapore grew their services imports from the CPTPP both in 2017 and 2018, and all 
of them also increased imports of digitally deliverable services from other CPTPP members, especially 
from Japan and Singapore. These two partners are also important to each other; their bilateral corridor 
makes up a whopping 57 percent of all CPTPP intra-bloc trade in digitally deliverable services.

https://data.wto.org/
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At the same time, CPTPP members boosted purchases of digitally deliverable services from the rest of 
the world as well, and their services export and import markets were strikingly similar in 2018 to what 
they were in 2011. Overall, the growth of CPTPP members’ services trade with each other mimics the 
growth of their services trade with the rest of the world.

5. Domestic e-commerce has grown dramatically for CPTPP members during Covid-19; and 
cross-border e-commerce is still challenging, especially for smaller businesses.

In various estimates, business-to-consumer (B2C) e-commerce grew in 2020 by close to 25 percent 
in Malaysia, 30 percent in Vietnam, 32 percent in Mexico, and 40 percent in Peru.3 Behind these 
numbers are businesses that are digitizing and selling to shoppers online, a trend that can be expected 
to result in new trade gains. Business surveys repeatedly show that firms that are using e-commerce 
and marketplaces such as Amazon, Lazada, Shopee, and Rakuten are much more likely to export 
than offline sellers. To the extent that CPTPP members enforce their e-commerce provisions and 
ease border processes, the CPTPP region is poised for greater intra-block B2C e-commerce flows. 
Subsequent articles in this series will discuss the e-commerce explosion.

6. FDI flows to Vietnam, in particular, have withstood the Covid-19-induced global slump in FDI.

Like many trade agreements, the CPTPP provides staunch protections and national treatment to 
foreign investors, which could help boost FDI inflows, especially in export-driven sectors in developing 
member states. Whether or not boosted by the CPTPP in particular, Vietnam scored a 7 percent gain in 
FDI inflows in 2019, the highest growth in 10 years, led by South Korean and Chinese investors, and 
Malaysia’s FDI inflows grew by 3 percent in 2019, led by Japan (Figure 7). Peru also had strong inbound 
flows in 2019 into its mining sector. Covid-19, however, slammed regional FDI just as it undercut global 
FDI inflows in 2020.4 Malaysia’s FDI inflows contracted, and Mexico and Vietnam’s flattened, though 
Vietnam did keep pulling in FDI nearly at 2019 rates, especially from China in its industrial zones.

Figure 7: FDI Inflows to CPTPP Members from the World, 2011–2020 (in millions of USD)
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Source: UNCTAD, “World Investment Report,” https://unctad.org/topic/investment/world-investment-report. 
Brunei was removed as flows are rather low ($577 million in 2020).

Figure 7: FDI Inflows to CPTPP Members from the World, 2011–2020
(in millions of USD)

Source: UNCTAD, “World Investment Report,” https://unctad.org/topic/investment/world-investment-report. Brunei was removed as 
flows are rather low ($577 million in 2020).

https://unctad.org/topic/investment/world-investment-report
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7. The CPTPP has succeeded at exporting its provisions to other trade deals. 

Perhaps where the CPTTP can be credited with solid impact is in exporting its e-commerce 
commitments to other trade deals. CPTPP members have signed further trade agreements that adopt 
very similar e-commerce provisions to those included in the CPTPP, including the 2017 Singapore-
Australia Free Trade Agreement (SAFTA), the Chile-Uruguay FTA of 2018, and the Chile-Argentina FTA 
of 2019, which include practically carbon copies of the CPTPP’s e-commerce chapter (Table 2).5

Table 2: Digital Trade Provisions in Leading Trade Agreements with CPTPP Members

PROVISION
KORUS 

2011
CPTPP 

2018

Chile-
Uruguay 

2018
USMCA 

2019

U.S.-
Japan 
2020

RCEP 
2020

DEPA 
2020

SADEA 
2020

Moratorium on customs duties on electronic 
transmissions and digital products

Non-discriminatory treatment for digital products

Ban on data localization 
(localizing “computing facilities” such as servers)

Free crossborder transfer of data of personal 
information

Protect consumers’ personal information

Consumer protection laws that define and prevent 
fraudulent and deceptive commercial activities

Measures against spam or unsolicited messages

Prohibit parties from forcing transfer of source code 
as a condition for market access

Collaboration on cybersecurity management

Safe harbor for internet intermediaries

Open government data

Interoperable electronic involving 

Interoperable electronic payments system

Interoperable digital identities

Cooperation in fintech sector

Ethical governance of AI

Cooperation on digital inclusion

Table 2: Digital Trade Provisions in Leading 
Trade Agreements with CPTPP Members

Note: Dots in lighter blue reflect less binding or non-binding provisions, or, in the case of 
KORUS, less comprehensive provisions than, for example, in the CPTPP.
Source: Based on authors own research and analysis, on the basis of trade agreement texts.

Note: Dots in lighter blue reflect less binding or non-binding provisions, or, in the case of KORUS, less comprehensive provisions than, 
for example, in the CPTPP. 

Source: Based on authors own research and analysis, on the basis of trade agreement texts.

The CPTPP’s spirit also found its way to the 2020 Digital Economy Partnership Agreement (DEPA) 
between Singapore, Chile, and New Zealand, an important grouping of small economies that punch 
above their weight in global digital trade policymaking and that originated the CPTPP as the Trans-
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Pacific Partnership in 2005. In addition, Singapore and Australia formed the Singapore-Australia Digital 
Economy Agreement (SADEA) of 2020, which bolsters the existing digital trade provisions of SAFTA 
and echoes DEPA. The CPTPP’s digital trade provisions were originally crafted in large part by the 
United States and partly inspired by the U.S.-Korea FTA, and the provisions are mirrored in the United 
States-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA), which includes even more robust rules on the governance 
of data transfer as well as internet intermediary liability protections.

The RCEP—signed in November 2020 between seven CPTPP signatories (Australia, Brunei, Japan, 
Malaysia, New Zealand, Singapore, and Vietnam) and Cambodia, China, Indonesia, Laos, Myanmar, the 
Philippines, South Korea, and Thailand—has a similar digital trade chapter as the CPTPP. However, the 
e-commerce chapter, including major commitments such as free cross-border data flows and a ban on 
server localization, is exempted from the agreements’ dispute settlement mechanism, meaning the 
RCEP’s e-commerce chapter effectively greenlights incompliance. For example, members can exempt 
themselves at will from the ban on data localization to protect their “essential security interests,” 
and this “shall not be disputed by other Parties.”6 The RCEP also has a generous grace period for less-
developed countries to comply with data transfer rules.

Conclusion
Trade in the CPTPP region after the agreement entered into force has largely paralleled members’ trade 
flows with the rest of the world. Vietnam has grown its trade in goods as well as inbound investment, 
possibly a positive signal to other Southeast Asian countries that are considering CPTPP membership, 
such as the Philippines and Indonesia. Japan and Singapore have led the region’s trade in digitally 
deliverable services, also a key sector for the Philippines and the United Kingdom, another aspiring 
member. To be sure, these early patterns should be interpreted with care and should not be read as 
caused by the CPTPP. Other chapters in this report explore the extent to which these and other patterns 
can be attributed to the CPTPP, as opposed to other factors.
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2

What Do CPTPP Member 
Country Businesses Think 
about the CPTPP?

T he CPTPP is built on an extensive network of bilateral and regional trade agreements among 
member economies, but it breaks new ground, especially in freeing cross-border data flows 
and trade in digital goods, banning server localization, promoting consumer data privacy, and 

liberalizing trade in services. How do firms in CPTPP member economies perceive the benefits of these 
commitments? Which types of firms have benefited most?

To start learning about the CPTPP’s impacts to date, this project surveyed 530 firms in Australia, 
Mexico, Singapore, and Vietnam, all of which have ratified the agreement, from May 20 to June 18, 
2021. The importance of the findings spans the CPTPP membership and countries around the world—
they are pertinent to countries that have expressed interest in CTPPP membership; to countries 
that have adopted CPTPP-like digital trade provisions in trade deals in recent years; and to the 
many countries and regional groupings, such as members of AfCFTA that are pursuing e-commerce 
agreements, as well as the WTO members that are continuing their e-commerce talks in Geneva.

The survey yields seven main conclusions:

1. The CPTPP’s e-commerce provisions are very timely and relevant for the substantial set of 
CPTPP member country firms that already export, sell online, and access and leverage data 
across borders as a cornerstone of their businesses.

The CPTPP includes robust digital regulations, provides for deep market access, and, most immediately, 
shapes the fortunes of firms that already sell online, export, and use data intensively in their 
operations. A substantial share of the surveyed firms engages in exports—38 percent of micro firms 
and 81 percent of large firms—and medium and large exporters especially derive a substantial share of 
their revenue from exports, including to the CPTPP region (Figures 8 and 9).



15  |  The CPTPP’s Impacts on Digital Trade and the Path Forward

E-commerce uptake has boomed in the CPTPP region during Covid-19 and may produce the next crop 
of exporters—multiple surveys, including the one for this project, show that firms of all sizes that sell 
online via marketplaces and online stores are especially likely to engage in trade (Figure 10). While 
surveyed firms are largely in the early phases of using formal e-commerce channels, such as their 
own online stores or marketplaces, a majority use social media to market their goods and services and 
messaging apps to transact with customers (Figure 11). About a third of large firms are already taking 
advantage of regional and global marketplaces, including Lazada, Shopee, and Amazon.

Figure 8: CPTPP Member Country Firms’ Revenue from Exports in 2019–2020, by Firm Size

Source: Survey data collected by author. 

Figure 1: CPTPP Member Country Firms’ Revenue from Exports
in 2019–2020, by Firm Size
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Source: Survey data collected by author.

Figure 9: Revenue from Exports to the CPTPP as a Share of All Export Revenue in  
2019–2020, by Firm Size

Source: Survey data collected by author.

Figure 2: Revenue from Exports to the CPTPP as a Share of All Export 
Revenue in 2019–2020, by Firm Size
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Figure 10: Online Platform and Marketplace Use, by Firm Size

Source: Survey data collected by author.

Figure 3: Online Platform and Marketplace Use, by Firm Size
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Figure 11: Share of Firms that Export, by Online Sales Channels 

Source: Survey data collected by author.

Figure 4: Share of Firms that Export, by Online Sales Channels
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The CPTPP’s e-commerce provisions are also critical for the many firms that access and leverage data 
across borders in their businesses. As many as 65 percent of the surveyed firms move data across 
borders; 16 percent transfer foreign individuals’ data; 16 percent transfer data to foreign affiliates; and 
27 percent move data from overseas platforms (Table 3). Across firm size categories and industries, 
exporters are especially likely to transfer data across borders, including about their foreign customers 
and with foreign affiliates and business partners. In addition, 41 percent of the surveyed firms use cloud 
computing services (which may also imply cross-border data transfer) to store their data.

Table 3: Use and Transfer of Data across Borders, by Firm’s Product or Service Sold  
and Export Status

Table 1: Use and Transfer of Data across Borders, by Firmʼs Product 
or Service Sold and Export Status

Note: Darker blues indicate a larger percentage of businesses that transfer data.

Source: Survey data collected by author.

ALL FIRMS EXPORTERS

In-
person 

services

Physical 
products

Remote 
digital 

services 
(e.g., data 
analysis)

Digital 
products 

(e.g., 
videos, 
music)

In-
person 

services

Physical 
products

Remote 
digital 

services 
(e.g., data 
analysis)

Digital 
products 

(e.g., 
videos, 
music)

To our company’s foreign aff iliates 15% 17% 25% 29% 31% 28% 32% 37%

From company’s aff iliates to us 21% 28% 33% 34% 35% 39% 36% 40%

From online platforms 22% 33% 36% 43% 35% 42% 41% 47%

From other foreign companies 10% 14% 20% 27% 21% 23% 27% 32%

From foreign individual consumers 14% 19% 23% 34% 27% 31% 30% 39%

From foreign governments 3% 4% 10% 7% 7% 7% 14% 10%

No data moved across borders 42% 35% 26% 18% 26% 18% 20% 11%

Note: Darker blues indicate a larger percentage of businesses that transfer data.  Source: Survey data collected by author.
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2. The CPTPP is already delivering strong gains in terms of diversification of markets, new 
customers, and growth in sales, especially to member country firms that sell online and 
export; non-exporters benefit from better access to foreign suppliers and investment.

Larger, export-driven companies in particular responded that they have gained from the CPTPP: 45 
percent of medium and larger firms that derive over 10 percent of their export revenues from the 
CPTPP region report that the CPTPP has helped them gain new customers; 39 percent have scored 
new sales; and 36 percent have been able to diversify into new markets (Figure 12). Micro and 
small exporters report similar or slightly lesser gains, including in terms of diversifying markets (31 
percent) and reaching foreign customers (29 percent). These figures rise to 51 percent and 36 percent, 
respectively, for small online sellers that sell on Amazon, Alibaba, Shopee, Lazada, and other platforms 
and export to the CPTPP region.

Small firms that have not exported in the past, if they know about the CPTPP, tend to highlight 
broader benefits such as access to suppliers and expanded growth. However, small firms, especially 
non-exporters, have not even heard of the CPTPP—61 percent of non-exporter micro and small firms 
in the four countries state they do not know much about the CPTPP. As many as 37 percent of small 
exporters and 18 percent of small online-seller exporters report not knowing much about the CPTPP.

3. The surveyed firms—and especially small online sellers that use data—see the CPTPP’s 
provisions on free data transfer, ban on server localization, promotion of consumer privacy 
and protection, and liberalization of services as especially beneficial for their businesses.

On specific CPTPP provisions, CPTPP “users”—firms that export to the CPTPP region, or 41 percent 
of the surveyed micro and small firms and 69 percent of medium and large firms—tend to find the 
CPTPP’s key e-commerce provisions as very or somewhat beneficial for their businesses. The gains 
are especially great for online seller-exporters. Of small online seller-exporters, 73 percent find the 
provisions of the CPTPP that ensure free data transfer across borders as somewhat or very beneficial. 
Some 66 percent find the CPTPP’s ban on server localization to be beneficial, and 61 percent find the 
agreement’s liberalizing effects on trade in services to be important (Figure 13). Firms also highlight as 
beneficial the CPTPP’s provisions that commit members to protecting the consumer against unwanted 
spam and shielding consumers’ privacy.

The benefits are even greater for midsize and large firms; for example, 83 percent highlight free data 
transfer as beneficial, and 76 percent highlight the CPTPP’s ban on duties on electronic transmissions 
(Figure 14). Comparable Vietnamese and Mexican firms that export to the CPTPP region prize the 
ability to move data—over 80 percent of Vietnamese firms see the CPTPP’s data transfer rules as “very” 
or “somewhat” beneficial for their business (Figure 15).7 

Meanwhile, firms that do not export to CPTPP countries value the agreement’s elimination of barriers to 
imported goods and services. A set of surveyed firms—about 13 percent on average—also worry about the 
competitive pressures of market liberalization. For example, 17 percent of midsize and large firms that 
sell online and export are concerned about their home country’s tariff liberalization having a negative 
impact. Non-exporters are least aware about the potential impacts of the various CPTPP provisions.
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Figure 12: Views on CPTPP Benefits, by Export and Online Sales Status

Source: Survey data collected by author.

Figure 5: Views on CPTPP Benefits, by Export and Online Sales Status
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Figure 13: Views on CPTPP Provisions among Micro and Small Firms, by Exporter and 
Online Sales Status

Source: Survey data collected by author.

Figure 6: Views on CPTPP Provisions among Micro and Small Firms, 
by Exporter and Online Sales Status
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Figure 14: Views on CPTPP Provisions among Medium and Large Firms, by Exporter and 
Online Sales Status 

Source: Survey data collected by author. 

Figure 7: Views on CPTPP Provisions among Medium and Large Firms, 
by Exporter and Online Sales Status
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Figure 15: Views on CPTPP Provisions among Exporters to CPTPP, by Country
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4. Data privacy, data transfer, and consumer protection rules are among the greatest challenges 
to exporting online for firms in the CPTPP region—especially among the most promising 
online seller firms.

Digital economy and policy issues are a critical challenge for firms in the CPTPP region that seek to 
export online. Some 43 percent of the surveyed firms that export are especially concerned about data 
privacy rules in foreign countries, and 32 percent worry about data localization and complex online 
consumer protection rules as key challenges for growing their exports. These challenges are even more 
pressing for small firms that export and sell online—62 percent and 38 percent see data privacy and 
data localization, respectively, as challenges for growing their online sales (Figure 16). Also, consumer 
protection rules in foreign countries and concerns about intellectual property rights trouble firms. The 
next set of online seller-exporters—firms that already sell online at home but do not yet export—worry 
especially about their ability to comply with foreign market access rules, manage logistics costs, and 
navigate diverse digital regulations, including diverse national consumer protection laws. Firms in 
Vietnam feel particularly challenged to meet data privacy and consumer protection rules (Table 4).

Policymakers that want to enable small firms to grow their online sales and exports need to focus 
first and foremost on ensuring that trade partners have clear and compatible data privacy rules and 
championing free data transfer domestically and abroad. Protecting online sellers’ intellectual property 
is another high priority. Governments may also consider promoting the adoption of emerging privacy-
preserving technologies, such as encryption and confidential computing, as a means for small firms to 
manage their users’ data privacy while also being able to leverage data for insight and innovation.
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Figure 16: Main Challenges for Online Sellers to Selling Products or Services Online to 
Foreign Countries, by Firm Size and Export Status
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Figure 9: Main Challenges for Online Sellers to Selling Products or 
Services Online to Foreign Countries, by Firm Size and Export Status

Source: Survey data collected by author.



25  |  The CPTPP’s Impacts on Digital Trade and the Path Forward

Table 4: Main Challenges for Online Seller-Exporters to Selling Products or Services Online  
to Foreign Countries

Table 2: Main Challenges for Online Seller-Exporters to Selling Products 
or Services Online to Foreign Countries

Note: Percentages indicate share of firms that report “Significant Challenges.”

Source: Survey data collected by author.

AUSTRALIA MEXICO SINGAPORE VIETNAM

Data privacy rules in foreign countries 43% 23% 54% 66%

Concerns about our IP rights abroad 36% 23% 41% 57%

Consumer protection rules 50% 23% 49% 55%

Data localization rules 21% 46% 44% 45%

Legal liability rules 14% 23% 41% 45%

Diff erences in digital regulations across markets 14% 31% 21% 30%

Tariff s and other barriers in export markets 7% 31% 13% 30%

High foreign taxes on online sales 0% 38% 18% 26%

Diff erences in tax regimes across markets 21% 38% 15% 25%

High logistics costs 14% 38% 23% 23%

Compliance with foreign trade rules 0% 23% 3% 17%

Customers’ diff iculties to pay us 7% 8% 13% 11%

Customers’ low spending power 14% 0% 5% 8%

   Very challenging for majority of firms            Very challenging for over 40% of firms            Very challenging for over 30% of firms            Very challenging for over 20% of firms 

   Very challenging for under 20% of firms

Note: Percentages indicate share of firms that report “Significant Challenges.” 

Source: Survey data collected by author.

5. The CPTPP and other trade deals are not as important for CPTPP region firms as major firm-
specific events such as locking in the biggest customers or scoring a big investor, but roughly 
a fifth of firms see the CPTPP as enabling exports in particular.

The CPTPP is just one of many events in companies’ lifecycles. It is of similar importance as some 
other trade deals such as the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the RCEP, but not 
nearly as important as firm-specific events such as scoring an important client, starting to export, or 
starting to sell online. Likewise, external shocks such as Covid-19 have been more impactful than any 
single trade deal (Table 5). Similar to NAFTA and the RCEP, the CPTPP is seen by nearly a fifth of firms 
as not having much impact. Covid-19 has been a bigger event and external shock for regional firms, 
making it harder for over a third of firms to compete and pushing firms to focus on their domestic 
market. Setting out to sell online has made firms more interested in bolstering their e-commerce and 
digital capabilities further.



26  |  Kati Suominen

Table 5: Views on Business Impacts of Various Major Events
Table 3: Views on Business Impacts of Various Major Events

Source: Survey data collected by author.

Secured 
biggest 

customer
Began 

exporting

Began 
selling 
online

Received 
a major 

investment Covid-19
CPTPP 
signed

RCEP 
signed

NAFTA 
signed

Made us interested in 
growing our exports 31% 22% 19% 19% 10% 20% 16% 18%

Made us more interested 
in e-commerce and 
digital capabilities

30% 25% 36% 24% 23% 24% 22% 23%

Made it harder for us 
to compete 11% 12% 12% 12% 36% 12% 8% 12%

Enable us to grow 
international sales 25% 21% 20% 20% 11% 20% 18% 20%

Made us focus on 
growing our domestic 
market share

19% 14% 17% 19% 19% 15% 13% 12%

Helped us get investment 18% 15% 15% 17% 10% 17% 12% 11%

Provided more certainty 
about the future 23% 15% 20% 24% 9% 13% 12% 10%

Had no impact 9% 10% 8% 8% 11% 16% 18% 18%

   Most impactful event           2nd most impactful event     3rd most impactful event

Source: Survey data collected by author.

6. If they could renegotiate the CPTPP, the surveyed firms would want to ensure the agreement 
is implemented and enforced—Vietnamese firms are especially concerned about the quality 
of implementation.

Enlightened emerging market governments, especially in Latin America (e.g., Mexico, Colombia, Peru, 
and Costa Rica), have entered into trade agreements with larger economies such as the United States 
to first and foremost “lock in” good domestic economic policies in such areas as investor protections, 
competition policy, trade facilitation, and services-sector liberalization, using the credibility of a 
rigorous trade deal to attract investors. Emerging CPTPP member economies, especially Vietnam, 
could similarly use the CPTPP to showcase commitment to high-quality rules. There are, however, 
question marks about some member countries’ commitments to enforcing CPTPP provisions and 
transposing CPTPP rules into their domestic legal frameworks. In survey data on the implementation 
of the e-commerce chapter and investor provisions, Mexico and Vietnam receive the worst marks 
for enforcement from the surveyed firms that export to the CPTPP region, while Japan and Singapore 
are largely seen as having good enforcement records (Figure 17). Empirically, application of CPTPP 
rules is still inconsistent. For example, Vietnam has, after ratifying the CPTPP, adopted a restrictive 
cybersecurity law that requires tech companies to remove content the government deems offensive 
and to localize data within Vietnam.8 Likewise, Mexico has, after ratifying both the CPTPP and USMCA, 
discussed regulations that would complicate cross-border data transfer.9
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Figure 17: Views by Firms That Export to the CPTPP Region on Implemention of CPTPP 
E-commerce Chapter and Investor Protections
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Figure 10: Views by Firms That Export to the CPTPP Region on 
Implementations of CPTPP E-commerce Chapter and Investor Protections

Source: Survey data collected by author.

Enforcement is also a high priority for the surveyed firms. Asked what they would do if they could 
renegotiate the CPTPP, they would want better enforcement, lower taxes on online sales, better 
rules on online liability (e.g., potentially, safe harbor laws promoted in USCMA and CAFTA-DR) and 
protection of intellectual property (Figures 18 and 19). Firms would also like to see trade negotiators 
address and promote corporate digital identity solutions to promote trust in digital transactions. They 
would also want to expand the agreement’s scope, for example, to ensure free cross-border flows of 
financial services data and address digital standards, so that digital platforms in different member 
states could interoperate.

7. To grow their sales into the CPTPP market, firms want information about foreign customers, 
market opportunities, and e-commerce capabilities.

The CPTPP region’s firms have learned about opportunities the CPTPP presents mostly from business 
associations, suppliers, and customers, and exporters have accessed (and gone after) this information 
much more than non-exporters (Figure 20). In Vietnam, awareness about the CPTPP, a flagship 
agreement for the country, appears to be much better than in other economies; Vietnamese firms 
have also secured information about the agreement from the government. Firms in all countries 
highlight information about business opportunities within CPTPP markets and digital marketing 
and e-commerce capabilities as essential for taking greater advantage of the CPTPP (Figure 21). This 
calls for virtual matchmaking events, e-commerce export promotion and capacity-building for firms 
to reach buyers in the CPTPP region, and much more extensive work and financing to support firms’ 
digital marketing and digital transformation.
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Figure 18: Surveyed Micro and Small Firms’ Views on Question “If CPTPP Negotiators 
Renegotiated the Agreement, What Would You Like Them to Do (in Addition to What They 
Already Did)?” by Exporter Status
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Figure 11: Surveyed Micro and Small Firms’ Views on Question “If CPTPP 
Negotiators Renegotiated the Agreement, What Would You Like Them To 

Do (in Addition to What They Already Did)?” by Exporter Status

Source: Survey data collected by author.



29  |  The CPTPP’s Impacts on Digital Trade and the Path Forward

Figure 19: Surveyed Medium and Large Firms’ Views on Question “If CPTPP Negotiators 
Renegotiated the Agreement, What Would You Like Them to Do (in Addition to What They 
Already Did)?” by Exporter Status

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Ensure interoperability in crossborder payments

Ensure we could use Fintechs from other CPTPP countries

Make countries lower taxes on online sales

Ensure every company in CPTPP region has a digital ID

Help companies like ours to access new markets

Make member countries relax data privacy rules

Ensure IP rights are protected in practice

Clear rules on liability for online content and copyright

Ensure agreement is better enforced

Ensure interoperability in crossborder payments

Ensure we can use Fintechs from other CPTPP countries

Make member countries relax data privacy rules

Clear rules on liability for online content and copyright

Help companies like ours to access new markets

Ensure IP rights are protected in practice

Ensure every company in CPTPP region has a digital ID

Ensure agreement is better enforced

Make countries lower taxes on online sales

N
on

-e
xp

or
te

r -
 M

ed
iu

m
 a

nd
 la

rg
e

Ex
po

rt
er

 to
 C

PT
PP

 re
gi

on
 - 

M
ed

iu
m

 a
nd

 la
rg

e

Australia Mexico Singapore Vietnam

Source: Survey data collected by author. 

Figure 12: Surveyed Medium and Large Firms’ Views on Question “If 
CPTPP Negotiators Renegotiated the Agreement, What Would You Like 

Them To Do (in Addition to What They Already Did)?” by Exporter Status

Source: Survey data collected by author.
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Figure 20: How Surveyed Firms Have Learned about Opportunities Opened by CPTPP,  
by Exporter Status
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Figure 13: How Surveyed Firms Have Learned about Opportunities 
Opened by CPTPP, by Exprter Status

Source: Survey data collected by author.
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Figure 21: What Surveyed Firms Need to Take Advantage of the CPTPP 
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Figure 14: What Surveyed Firms Need to Take Advantage of the CPTPP

Source: Survey data collected by author.
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3

CPTPP as a Global “Docking 
Station” for Free Traders?

O ver a decade ago, there was significant discussion among Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation 
forum (APEC) members about forming the Free Trade Area of the Asia-Pacific (FTAAP). Your 
author too at the time participated in several APEC senior officials’ meetings as a technical expert 

to assess how such a mega-pact could be brought together—for example, through “docking” new members 
onto it, “merging” existing trade deals, or “converging” trade deals to have common provisions.10

Today, the 11-country Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) 
is emerging as such a “docking station” for countries in the Asia-Pacific and beyond— Indonesia, South 
Korea, the Philippines, the United Kingdom, Thailand, and Taiwan have all made official statements 
expressing interest in joining the CPTPP, and, in a watershed event,  in September 2021 as this series 
was being written, China officially applied to the CPTPP.  Members such as Japan have also lobbied for 
the Biden administration to bring the United States back into the bloc after the Trump administration 
abandoned an earlier iteration of the agreement, the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP).

The prospective members could benefit from docking in the deal in terms of:

 ▪ Joining a high-quality, modern trade deal with ground-breaking, binding rules for e-commerce in a 
region where e-commerce is booming;

 ▪ Gaining new market access in goods and services;

 ▪ Rediversifying the sources of goods imports away from China and strengthening the CPTPP as a 
counterweight against China in Asia-Pacific trade and integration—provided China will not be 
admitted to the CPTPP.
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Current members would also benefit from new members in terms of building up the coalition of 
countries committed to strong digital trade rules and deeper market access for goods and services in 
vibrant emerging markets such as Indonesia, the Philippines, and Thailand.

This paper assesses the state of the prospective members’ trade with CPTPP members and their 
potential gains from accession. Specifically, the paper reviews recent trends in services and goods trade 
and results from an online survey of 269 firms from two nonmember economies, the Philippines and 
South Korea, as well as of 530 member-country firms. There are six main patterns:

1. The CPTPP’s market for services, and especially digitally deliverable services, is an 
opportunity for leading services exporters, especially for the Philippines, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States.

The CPTPP liberalizes trade in services—and the comprehensive e-commerce chapter, which cements free 
cross-border data transfer and free trade in digital goods, is expected to boost trade, especially in digitally 
deliverable services that can be delivered online, such as computing, professional, and engineering services. 
CPTPP accessions could favor such prominent services exporters as the Philippines, the United Kingdom, 
and the United States, the world’s largest services exporter. The various prospective CPTPP members’ 
services exports have been booming, expanding by an annual average of 7 percent from 2011 to 2018; 
digitally deliverable services exports have grown by 10 percent in the same period (Figure 22). Indonesia, 
the Philippines, and Taiwan have had particularly strong growth in digitally deliverable services.

While data on the direction of services trade are limited, data that do exist suggest that both the United 
Kingdom and United States have already grown their digitally deliverable services to the CPTPP market. 
U.S. commercial and digitally deliverable services exports have been expanding to the CPTPP region in 
the past decade at the same pace as the growth of U.S. services exports to the world (Figure 23).

Figure 22: Prospective CPTPP Members’ Services and Digitally Deliverable Services Export 
Growth, 2011–15 and 2015–18

Source: Author’s calculations based on World Trade Organization, “WTO Data portal,” database, https://data.wto.org/en.
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Services Export Growth, 2011–15 and 2015–18

Source: Author’s calculations based on World Trade Organization, “WTO Data portal,” database, https://data.wto.org/en. 
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Figure 23: UK and U.S. Commercial Services and Digitally Deliverable Services Exports to 
the CPTPP Region and Rest of the World, 2011, 2015, 2018 (in millions of USD)

Note: CPTPP members in blue tones. 

Source: Author’s calculations based on World Trade Organization, “WTO Data portal,” database, https://data.wto.org/en. 
Data on the United Kingdom’s digitally deliverable services trade do not su�ice for the analysis.
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2. In goods trade, CPTPP accession could open new market access to prospective members and 
diversify import sources away from China.

The CPTPP would also deliver merchandise trade gains. Overall, the CPTPP has declined in importance 
as an export market, especially for Indonesia and the Philippines, something accession might help 
reverse (Figures 24 and 25). A World Bank analysis of FTAAP, the closest equivalent to the expanded 
CPTPP in that analysis, suggests that many countries would experience additional growth in exports by 
2030 from such a bloc, including 5 percent in Indonesia, 4.1 percent in Thailand, 6.4 percent in South 
Korea, and 11.4 percent in the Philippines.11 The potential gains from the recently signed 15-member 
RCEP pale in comparison. 

Indeed, the CPTPP would likely benefit the nonmember emerging economies that are still in the 
process of building their trade agreement networks. For example, the Philippines does not have free 
trade deals with CPTPP members from the Americas (Canada, Chile, Mexico, and Peru), and Indonesia 
has only one, with Chile. Both could, depending on tariff liberalization schedules, expand their exports 
and imports with the CPTPP, just as Vietnam has done since ratifying the deal in early 2019. In its 
analysis of gains from accession into the CPTPP, the Philippines listed auto parts, agricultural goods, 
garments, processed food (including meat alternatives), and electronics as sectors that would benefit.12

In addition, Indonesia, South Korea, and the Philippines have been expanding their exports to Vietnam 
in recent years; this growth could be bolstered by CPTPP accessions and deeper access to the growing 
Vietnamese market. Growth of trade in goods would be a welcome shift from the past decade, when 
Indonesian exports to the CPTPP have shrunk, Thai exports to the CPTPP have flatlined, and the CPTPP 
has in general declined in importance for Indonesia, the Philippines, and Thailand (Figures 24 and 25).

Advanced economies would also gain—CPTPP members agreed to launch the United Kingdom’s 
accession process in June, and the UK government believes that, among others, its auto manufacturers 
and whiskey exporters would benefit.13 The United States is expected to grow machinery, auto, and 
agricultural exports upon acceding.14 On the import side, prospective partners could use the CPTPP to 
rediversify their sources of imports that increasingly come from China (Figures 26 and 27). Indeed, 
except for the United States, for which imports from China declined amid Covid-19 in 2020, imports 
from China have been growing forcefully for all other prospective CPTPP members from 2011 to 2020. 
For example, Philippine imports from China increased from 10 percent of all Philippine imports in 
2011 to 19 percent in 2020, while Indonesian imports from China went from 15 percent to 24 percent 
and Thai imports went from 13 percent to 24 percent.
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Figure 24: Prospective CPTPP Members’ Goods Exports to CPTPP Members and Other 
Countries, 2011, 2017, 2020 (in millions of USD)

Figure 3: Prospective CPTPP Members’ Goods Exports to CPTPP Members 
and Other Countries, 2011, 2017, 2020 (in millions of USD)

Note: CPTPP members in blue tones. 

Source: Author’s calculation based on International Monetary Fund, “Exports, FOB to Partner Countries,” 
Direction of Trade Statistics, database, https://data.imf.org/regular.aspx?key=61013712. The data for 
2020 reflect data updated as of July 7, 2021.
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Note: CPTPP members in blue tones. 

Source: Author’s calculation based on International Monetary Fund, “Exports, FOB to Partner Countries,” Direction of Trade Statistics, 
database https://data.imf.org/regular.aspx?key=61013712. The data for 2020 reflect data updated as of July 7, 2021.
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Figure 25: Prospective CPTPP Members’ Export Markets in 2011, 2017, 2020 as Share of  
Total Exports

Note: CPTPP members in blue tones. 

Source: Author’s calculation based on International Monetary Fund, “Exports, FOB to Partner Countries,” 
Direction of Trade Statistics, database, https://data.imf.org/regular.aspx?key=61013712. The data for 
2020 reflect data updated as of July 7, 2021.

Figure 4: Prospective CPTPP Members’ Export Markets in 
2011, 2017, 2020 as Share of Total Exports
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Source: Author’s calculation based on International Monetary Fund, “Exports, FOB to Partner Countries,” Direction of Trade Statistics, 
database, https://data.imf.org/regular.aspx?key=61013712. The data for 2020 reflect data updated as of July 7, 2021.
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Figure 26: Prospective CPTPP Members’ Goods Imports from the CPTPP Area and Other 
Countries, 2011, 2017, 2020 (in millions of USD)

Figure 5: Prospective CPTPP Members’ Goods Imports from the CPTPP 
Area and Other Countries, 2011, 2017, 2020 (in millions of USD)

Note: CPTPP members in blue tones. 

Source: Author’s calculations based on International Monetary Fund, “Exports, FOB to Partner Countries,” 
Direction of Trade Statistics (DOTS), database, https://data.imf.org/regular.aspx?key=61013712. The data for 
2020 reflect data updated as of July 7, 2021.
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Source: Author’s calculations based on International Monetary Fund, “Exports, FOB to Partner Countries,” Direction of Trade Statistics 
(DOTS), database, https://data.imf.org/regular.aspx?key=61013712. The data for 2020 reflect data updated as of July 7, 2021.
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Figure 27: Prospective CPTPP Members’ Import Sources in 2011, 2017, 2020 as Share of  
Total Imports

Figure 6: Prospective CPTPP Members’ Import Sources in 
2011, 2017, 2020 as Share of Total Imports

Note: CPTPP members in blue tones. 

Source: Author’s calculations based on International Monetary Fund, “Exports, FOB to Partner Countries,” 
Direction of Trade Statistics (DOTS), database, https://data.imf.org/regular.aspx?key=61013712. The data for 
2020 reflect data updated as of July 7, 2021.
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Source: Author’s calculations based on International Monetary Fund, “Exports, FOB to Partner Countries,” Direction of Trade Statistics 
(DOTS), database, https://data.imf.org/regular.aspx?key=61013712. The data for 2020 reflect data updated as of July 7, 2021.
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3. Indeed, export-driven firms and online sellers in potential member countries see CPTPP 
accession as opening new e-commerce export opportunities and diversifying trade away 
from China.

In an illustrative survey of 269 Philippine and South Korean firms on their views about potential 
CPTPP accession, over 70 percent of firms that export report having heard about the CPTPP; of these, 
export-driven online sellers that already sell to the CPTPP market are especially enthused by CPTPP 
accession as a means to help secure new customers (45 percent), grow export sales (41 percent), 
diversify into new markets (39 percent), and sell more online (29 percent) (Figure 28). Philippine 
firms in particular believe that the agreement could also promote inbound and outbound investment 
(Figure 29). South Korean firms are also enthusiastic about the CPTPP—even though South Korea 
already has 17 free trade deals that encompass 56 countries.

A substantial set—43 percent of online seller-exporters and 29 percent of “regular” exporters—also 
agree that it would be beneficial for their country to enter into a trade agreement that does not include 
China (as opposed to the RCEP, which both South Korea and the Philippines signed recently). While 
non-exporters in South Korea and the Philippines often do not know about the CPTPP, both non-
exporters and exporters in these countries agree that the RCEP will not suffice for satisfying their 
growth aspirations. These data suggest that companies in prospective member countries are hungry for 
new agreements with better rules than the RCEP’s non-binding e-commerce provisions.

Figure 28: Philippine and South Korean Firms’ Views about CPTPP’s Potential Benefits,  
by Export and Online Sales Status

Source: Survey data collected by author.

Figure 7: Philippine and South Korean Firms’ Views about CPTPP’s 
Potential Benefits, by Export and Online Sales Status
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Figure 29: Philippine and South Korean Firms’ Views about CPTPP’s Potential Benefits, 
Exporters and Non-Exporters, by Country

Figure 8: Philippine and South Korean Firms’ Views about CPTPP’s Potential 
Benefits, Exporters and Non-Exports, by Country

Source: Survey data collected by author. 
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4. Businesses, and especially e-commerce sellers, in prospective CPTPP member countries value 
the CPTPP’s e-commerce chapter and commitment to free cross-border data transfer.

The surveyed firms in the Philippines and South Korea—and especially small online sellers that use 
data intensively—regard the CPTPP’s e-commerce provisions such as free data transfer, ban on server 
localization, promotion of consumer privacy and protection, and liberalization of services as especially 
beneficial for their businesses (Figure 30). Some 47 percent of online seller-exporters see the CPTPP’s 
provisions on free data transfer across borders as “very beneficial” for their businesses; 37 percent see 
self-regulation among businesses to manage data as “very beneficial”; and 35 percent find the CPTPP’s 
ban on server localization and the ability to store their data where they wish as “very beneficial,” with 
another 37 percent seeing this as “somewhat beneficial.” The survey also suggests that firms see the 
CPTPP’s commitment to protect consumers’ privacy and shield consumers from spam as important to 
the growth of their e-commerce sales.

These results likely in part reflect the interests of the Philippine services sectors, where firms are often 
in customer services and business process outsourcing and as such habitually handle and transmit 
personal data across borders. The binding data transfer rules included in the CPTPP could catalyze 
further investment into the Philippines in the digital services sector, enabling companies to move 
up the services value chain, for example, in such industries as cybersecurity, data science, healthcare 
information management, and animation and gaming. Strong majorities of exporters also see the 
CPTPP’s tariff cuts as beneficial for their export aspirations.

5. Firms in prospective member economies believe the CPTPP’s e-commerce provisions could be 
enforced better and bolstered with free transfer of financial data as well as next-generation 
provisions such as promoting digital identities for firms, enabling interoperability among 
online payments, and clarifying liabilities in online behaviors.

The CPTPP was developed and finalized between 2015 and 2018. Since then, the “anatomy” of trade 
deals, especially digital trade rules, has evolved. For example, the DEPA, among CPTPP members Chile, 
New Zealand, and Singapore, includes several next-generation provisions, such as promoting the 
interoperability of member economies’ payment systems and fintechs as well as advancing artificial 
intelligence governance.

Prospective CPTPP members and their firms are attuned to these developments. Asked how they might 
want to see the CPTPP’s e-commerce rules improved, the surveyed nonmember firms are keen to see 
DEPA rules in the CPTPP: 47 percent of online seller-exporters would want all the CPTPP region firms 
to access a corporate digital identity for sellers and buyers of goods and services to easily authenticate 
and verify each other; 37 percent of online seller-exporters would also want the CPTPP member 
countries to lower taxes on digital transactions; 31 percent want interoperable online payments; and 
a quarter are keen for standards to ensure digital platforms interoperate, including across borders, so 
as to preempt the rise of digital services that are “digital islands” (Figure 31). In addition, 45 percent 
of online seller-exporters would want the CPTPP to address online liability, perhaps as done by the 
USMCA, which commits the parties to providing safe harbors for internet intermediaries.

Granted, much like member-country firms, Philippine and South Korean firms would also want to 
ensure that the CPTPP’s digital trade rules are well enforced and that firms’ intellectual property rights 
are protected—but they are also keen to take on the types of provisions included in DEPA. 
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Figure 30: Philippine and South Korean Firms’ Views about the CPTPP’s E-commerce  
and Market Access Provisions 

Source: Survey data collected by author. 
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Figure 31: Surveyed South Korean and Philippine Firms’ Views on Ways to Improve the 
CPTPP, by Online Sale and Exporter Status

Source: Survey data collected by author. 

Figure 10: Surveyed South Korean and Philippine Firms’ Views on Ways to 
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6. Firms in current member countries especially favor U.S. and UK accessions; the specter of 
China’s accession is more divisive.

CPTPP members such as Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and Japan have openly championed UK 
membership in the CPTPP as a key ally and counterweight to China—Australia also already agreed to 
a bilateral free trade deal with the United Kingdom. Japan has been on a mission to bring the United 
States back into the pact.15 Both exporters and non-exporters in the current member countries have 
somewhat mixed views about prospective accessions. In a survey for this paper of 530 member-
country firms, especially in Australia, Mexico, and Vietnam, those that view U.S. accession favorably 
outnumber those that believe the United States would increase competition (Figure 32). This is a 
good outcome considering the unease that the Trump administration’s erratic trade policy moves and 
trade wars created among U.S. trading partners, and may in general reflect the deep liberalization and 
existing free trade agreements between the United States and the four CPTPP members, and especially 
the market access the United States already offers to CPTPP members (the U.S. trade-weighted applied 
tariff on the CPTPP members is only 0.5 percent).16
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Vietnamese firms would also like to see South Korea and the United Kingdom accede to the CPTPP—
wealthy economies that could purchase more manufactured goods from these member economies. 
Mexican firms, however, appear apprehensive about China and the Philippines alike, perhaps a 
reflection of the similarities between these Asian nations and Mexico’s comparative advantages.

The prospect of Chinese accession is more distant but also more controversial—member country 
firms seem to either fear or love the idea. This may simply reflect sectoral dynamics and views by 
firms that compete head-on with Chinese exports. These data suggest that China might have to strike 
hard bargains and make compromises were it ever to formally seek to join—quite as intended by the 
CPTPP architects, especially the United States. A great deal of jostling will have to take place within 
China, where some advocate accession as a means to lock in the CPTPP’s high standards, while others 
are lukewarm. Of course, member countries may want to champion the former camp.17 However, the 
RCEP’s nonbinding e-commerce chapter and the CPTPP’s rules on state-owned enterprises mean that 
China will have a hard time meeting both, making China’s accession a long shot. 

Figure 32: Surveyed Exporters’ Views on “Which CPTPP Member Would Be Good to Join?”  
by Exporters’ Country 

Figure 11: Surveyed Exporters’ Views on “Which CPTPP Member Would 
Be Good to Join?” by Exporters’ Country

Source: Survey data collected by author. 
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Conclusion
The CPTPP is emerging as an attractive trade deal for many countries around the world. The interest 
in joining is motivated by several reasons, including (1) the rise of China in both CPTPP members and 
nonmembers’ import baskets; (2) in the United Kingdom’s case, a drive to operationalize its post-Brexit 
“Global Britain” strategy; and (3) as the indicative survey data suggest, interest on the part of firms in 
such member economies as South Korea and the Philippines in CPTPP’s deep liberalization and high-
quality e-commerce provisions to open new markets, set clear rules of the game for digital trade, and 
preempt data localization.

Against this backdrop, the CPTPP is poised to accomplish many of the things proponents initially 
envisioned for the FTAAP, and more. It can become the basis for a genuinely global and forward-
looking digital economy agreement that builds on the CPTPP’s strong and binding e-commerce chapter 
and grows to include good practices from other trade deals with digital trade provisions such as the 
USMCA and DEPA. 

The decisions that the United States, the key architect of the CPTPP text and its e-commerce chapter, 
makes will be pivotal. With the United States on board, the CPTPP (without China) could be a powerful 
counterweight to China, attract further members, and significantly advance U.S. interests in a globally 
open and interoperable digital economy, with clear rules of the game. Traditional trade battles and 
opposition by import-competing lobbies should be mitigated by the fact that the U.S. market is already 
very open to CPTPP members—as well as the significant gains possible for the many U.S. firms that 
trade goods and services in Asia-Pacific, the many small firms that are selling online to Asian markets, 
and the numerous firms moving data across borders.
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4

Do CPTPP-Style Digital 
Trade Rules Add New Value?

L ittle is known to date about the impact of the CPTPP in general, and its e-commerce chapter in 
particular, on trade, investment, and e-commerce in the CPTPP region. This, of course, is not 
surprising—the agreement is not even three years old. However, learning about the CPTPP’s 

value added, and especially the value added of its e-commerce provisions, is hugely relevant, both for 
CPTPP members and the many countries that have inked trade deals with comprehensive digital trade 
chapters in recent years, such as the United States with Mexico and Canada; Singapore with Australia; 
and Chile with Uruguay and Brazil, respectively. 

The value added of digital trade commitments on trade is also relevant for governments working on 
e-commerce negotiations in Geneva among the leading WTO members and among the many countries 
and regional groupings, such as the members of the AfCFTA, that are pursuing agreements related 
to e-commerce. Moreover, e-commerce is booming globally; rules around it will shape the extent to 
which e-commerce sellers, many of them micro and small firms, can internationalize and, in turn, 
hasten their recovery from Covid-19.

One way to learn about the CPTPP’s impacts is through firm-level surveys that were displayed earlier in 
this series. These suggested that the CPTPP is valuable for the CPTPP region’s firms as a means to open 
new market access in goods and services and in terms of setting the ground rules for e-commerce. 
Firms especially value the agreement’s commitments to consumer protection, free cross-border data 
flows, and a ban on server localization.

Another way to explore the CPTPP’s impact is to assess the trade effects of preferential trade 
agreements (PTAs) such as the CPTPP that have comprehensive e-commerce chapters. This chapter 
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takes a look at existing literature on the impact of trade agreements on trade, and especially digital 
trade, and performs a preliminary assessment of impacts on trade from CPTPP-style PTAs.

Digital Trade in Free Trade Agreements Is Increasingly Fashionable
As the WTO’s Doha Round stagnated in the 2000s, PTAs emerged as a means for countries to integrate 
with each other and incubate new trade and trade-related rules in areas such as services trade, 
investment regulations, trade facilitation, and intellectual property rights. In recent years, a growing 
number of governments have also used PTAs to forge agreements that have a dedicated chapter for 
e-commerce, such as the CPTPP, or “digital trade,” as in USMCA. Such agreements include sophisticated 
provisions to protect consumers, enable cross-border data flows, ban server localization, protect 
member-country firms’ source code, and so on. These comprehensive digital trade chapters have 
started to be increasingly common in PTAs formed in 2020 and 2021, often among CPTPP members, 
such as the 2020 Australia-Peru FTA and 2020 USMCA (Figure 33).

Figure 33: New Trade Agreements Notified to the WTO in 1957–2021, by Coverage 

Source: Survey data collected by the author.

Figure 1: New Trade Agreements Notified to the WTO in 1957–2021, by Coverage

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

19
57

19
61

19
71

19
73

19
76

19
79

19
82

19
85

19
90

19
92

19
95

19
97

19
99

20
01

20
03

20
05

20
07

20
09

20
11

20
13

20
15

20
17

20
19

20
21

Goods Services Goods and services Goods, services and digital trade

Source: Survey data collected by author.

Granted, many PTAs struck even in the heyday of PTA formation in the 2000s contain some 
e-commerce-related rules. For example, a great many PTAs have adopted the WTO’s moratorium 
on customs duties on electronic transmissions, and many also promote paperless trade. In a 2017 
mapping, 75 PTAs, or over a quarter of all PTAs notified to the WTO at the time, had some specific 
provisions on e-commerce.18 In addition, PTA provisions on issues such as intellectual property 
protection, services liberalization, technical barriers to trade, and paperless trade commitments also 
facilitate trade and e-commerce. Many PTAs also promote alignment between domestic regulations 
with international model laws on e-commerce. However, it is only in the past few years that countries 
have adopted e-commerce chapters with the kind of comprehensive scope used in the CPTPP.



49  |  The CPTPP’s Impacts on Digital Trade and the Path Forward

How Trade Integration, Digitization,  
and Digital Trade Provisions Shape Trade Flows
There is a voluminous body of academic literature on the impacts of trade agreements on trade 
flows among members and non-members.19  In the main, this literature shows that liberalizing and 
well-implemented PTAs promote trade among members. Agreements where members adhere to the 
principle of open regionalism and lower, or at least do not raise, trade barriers to third parties also 
tend to promote trade with third parties, due to increased import demand from the members. PTAs 
have also been found to impart benefits that go well beyond traditional analyses on gains from trade, 
such as propelling export-oriented, efficiency-seeking investment flows among members; encouraging 
cooperation among members on customs and infrastructure integration; and helping relax members’ 
political economy constraints to multilateral trade talks.20

In the digital era, another question has emerged: how does expanding internet penetration rates in a 
country affect its trade flows? This is a sensible question: individuals in advanced countries can much 
more easily use the internet to find sellers in foreign countries, pay them, and orchestrate shipments 
at the press of a button. Digitization also streamlines the numerous paper-based processes businesses 
need to carry out to manage trade logistics and trade compliance, reducing trade costs and facilitating 
trade. Of course, the internet also enables trade in digital services among countries and cross-border 
transmission of data that enables efficiencies in services and manufacturing.

There is a long-standing literature on the positive impacts of the internet and broadband use on trade in 
goods and services and, more recently, export diversification.21 Business survey data for this study shows 
that these patterns are very much at play at the firm level: companies in the CPTPP region that are most 
digitized and aware of trade agreements also tend to export and export to multiple markets (Figure 34).

Figure 34: Export Diversification by Online Sales Channels Used, Firms in the CPTPP Region 

Source: Survey data collected by author.
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In short, there is substantial evidence, much more than can be summarized here, that PTAs and 
connectivity promote trade among nations. There is also some evidence that PTAs promote cross-
border e-commerce in services (or trade in digitally deliverable services).22

Impacts of “Super PTAs” on Trade
Do PTAs with robust e-commerce chapters promote trade and digital trade? This question is still quite 
unexplored given that CPTPP-style “Super-PTAs”—binding, highly comprehensive agreements that 
cover trade in goods and services, digital trade rules, data flows, and investor protections—are few in 
number and recent. Here, this question is explored very preliminarily through a gravity data set that 
catalogues bilateral trade among countries for goods between 1970 and 2020 and for services between 
2005 and 2019, disaggregating PTAs into four types that cover trade in goods; trade in services; trade 
in goods and services; and trade in goods, services, and digital trade. The results in Table 6 in the 
appendix can be summarized as follows:

 ▪ The gravity model estimates the impact on bilateral trade flows of such variables as the size 
of countries’ economies, distance between countries, whether the countries speak a common 
language, and whether they have a common trade agreement. Here, these variables behave as 
expected. In addition, PTAs and the internet—combined broadband penetration rates of the 
country pair—help promote trade in goods, trade in commercial services, and trade in digitally 
deliverable services among pairs of countries. This echoes findings, for example, by López González 
and Ferencz that noted a positive relationship between PTAs, use of internet, and bilateral trade in 
goods and services across sectors.23

 ▪ The most comprehensive PTAs, ones that, like the CPTPP, cover goods, services, and e-commerce 
in a robust manner, are positively associated with trade in goods among the parties. These Super 
PTAs also appear to promote trade in commercial services and digitally deliverable services. This 
statement is, however, preliminary: the data set for services ends in 2019, so agreements with 
digital trade chapters such as the USMCA are not included, and the CPTPP had by the end of 2019 
only been in effect for one year.

 ▪ These results do raise hypotheses about the potential of comprehensive PTAs to promote member-
country firms’ use of foreign components, digital services, and data in their production processes 
and value chains. It can be hypothesized that these Super PTAs’ provisions on free exchange of 
goods, services, and data are highly complementary and especially beneficial for modern production 
and business operations that leverage data and digital services. Several studies already attest to the 
synergies between sophisticated digital services, services liberalization, and trade in goods.24

In sum, this preliminary look suggests that PTAs with robust e-commerce chapters, along with 
chapters in goods and services, help promote trade in goods, services, and digital services among 
the member countries. This statement needs to be taken with a grain of salt. The number of 
comprehensive agreements is small, and time series to analyze them are very short; for now, this 
analysis also cannot state that the most comprehensive CPTPP-like agreements are associated with 
increased trade because they have provisions on digital trade or whether they might have produced 
the same impact without the e-commerce chapter. The unique contributions of the different PTA 
chapters to trade and economic outcomes are beyond this brief look and, in general, are challenging to 
establish. The World Bank’s initiative on deep trade agreements addresses the great many provisions in 
PTAs and seeks to assess their impacts.25 
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There is a great deal of work ahead to assess the value added of trade agreements with robust 
e-commerce chapters. For example:

 ▪ The impacts of PTAs with e-commerce chapters that have been signed in the past three years will 
need to be assessed better in the future, with more complete bilateral goods and services trade data.

 ▪ There is much more work ahead to improve the quality of data on trade in services, and also to capture 
cross-border e-commerce in goods, for researchers to be able to relate trade commitments to actual 
flows and understand the value of agreements such as the CPTPP on small businesses’ e-commerce. 
This series has used surveys to capture firms’ trade and e-commerce gains from the CPTPP.

 ▪ Much more work needs to be done on the impact of PTA “upgrades.” Many countries are now 
upgrading their existing trade agreements that often cover goods and services commitments to 
also cover digital trade issues—the USMCA, which replaced NAFTA, is a particular case in point, as 
is the Singapore-Australia Digital Economy Agreement that was mounted alongside the Singapore-
Australia FTA. In addition, some countries are also racing to pair their PTAs that have digital 
chapters with new agreements that are entirely about “digital” issues—this is the case of the DEPA 
among Chile, New Zealand, and Singapore.

 ▪ Of course, analysts also need to account for upgrades and revisions in other parts of old PTA 
texts, for example, with the USMCA’s revisions to NAFTA’s 25-year-old Rules of Origin chapter. 
Overall, this upgrading activity, and the extent to which new agreements replace and substitute 
for old agreements or are sidecars that complement them, needs much more attention to enable 
policymakers to see the payoffs of continued PTAs upgrading to businesses, economies, and trade.
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5

Toward CPTPP 2.0

T his series has sought to provide early insight into CPTPP members’ trade and investment 
flows after the agreement was signed. It has also sought to explore through business surveys 
and econometric work how the CPTPP may have impacted those flows. This series has been 

particularly interested in the impacts of the CPTPP’s perhaps most groundbreaking aspect—its 
e-commerce chapter—and sought to shed light on an unexplored question: Do e-commerce provisions 
add value in international trade? The main findings are as follows:

 ▪ Trade in the CPTPP region has largely paralleled the members’ trade flows with the rest of the 
world. The main beneficiary appears to be Vietnam—at least in the sense that after it ratified 
the CPTPP, Vietnam has notably expanded its trade in goods, and its inbound investment has 
been solid, despite the Covid-19 pandemic.26 This can be a positive signal to other Southeast 
Asian countries that are considering CPTPP membership, such as the Philippines, Indonesia, and 
Thailand. Japan and Singapore have led the region’s trade in digitally deliverable services, also a key 
sector for potential CPTPP members and services export superstars such as the Philippines, South 
Korea, and the United Kingdom.

 ▪ The CPTPP matters for its users: member country firms that export to the CPTPP region find the 
CPTPP’s market access, services liberalization, and e-commerce provisions beneficial to their 
businesses.27 E-commerce provisions are facilitating online sellers: of micro and small online 
seller-exporters, 73 percent find the provisions of the CPTPP that ensure free data transfer 
across borders as somewhat or very beneficial, some 66 percent find the CPTPP’s ban on server 
localization to be beneficial, and 61 percent find the agreement’s liberalizing trade in services 
to be important. The benefits are even greater for midsize and large firms. Firms also highlight 
as beneficial the CPTPP’s provisions that commit members to protecting the consumer against 
unwanted spam and shielding consumers’ privacy.
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 ▪ The CPTPP has garnered interest and formal applications from several non-members seeking to 
join an agreement that includes high-quality e-commerce provisions with some of their main 
trading partners. Especially for some of the Southeast Asian countries, accession to the CPTPP 
could also help kick-start and lock in domestic digital regulatory reforms. As a major development, 
both China and Taiwan formally applied to the CPTPP in September.28

 ▪ Preliminary econometric evidence shows that trade agreements such as the CPTPP that have 
robust and binding e-commerce chapters in addition to goods and services chapters indeed have 
value in promoting trade in goods and services, as well as digitally deliverable services, among 
the member countries. Of course, as the number of comprehensive agreements with e-commerce 
chapters is still small and these agreements are nascent, further research will be needed in the 
next two to three years to further dissect the value added of digital trade provisions in trade 
agreements.

 ▪ The CPTPP is nascent, and much of its life has been marred by the Covid-19 crisis. At the same 
time, the agreement could not be timelier, precisely because high-quality ecommerce provisions 
help promote small business recovery through e-commerce; surveys time and again show that 
firms that sell online have outperformed firms that do not sell online over the course of the 
Covid-19 pandemic.

CPTPP members certainly appear to agree that the agreement’s e-commerce provisions create new value 
in their trade relations. In its August 2021 meeting, the CPTPP Commission decided to form a Committee 
on Electronic Commerce to facilitate continued discussion on the implementation and operation of the 
e-commerce chapter.29 The new committee is tasked to “position the CPTPP to play a central role in global 
rulemaking in this field.” The members agreed to assess the CPTPP’s impacts on themselves.

Next Steps for Members, Applicants, and Onlookers
The year 2022 will be pivotal for the CPTPP: members are taking stock of the agreement and new 
members look to join it. The current CPTPP members should do three things in the new year to make 
the most of the deal for their economies and firms that engage in e-commerce:

 ▪ Enforce the agreement. One desire is clear from firm surveys explored in this series: member 
country firms want governments to enforce their CPTPP commitments. Rigorous enforcement, 
monitoring, and accountability mechanisms—especially for members that have appeared to lag in 
enforcing the agreement, such as Vietnam—are essential for the CPTPP to continue to be seen as a 
credible and groundbreaking agreement among members and to make a difference to businesses’—
and ultimately members’—trade and investment flows. Bluntly, members that fail to enforce the 
deal will greenlight incompliance, risk watering down the agreement’s rigorous provisions, and 
even trigger disputes under the agreement’s dispute settlement mechanism.

 ▪ Bring new members that are verifiably committed to taking on and enforcing CPTPP obligations 
and monitoring their enforcement. Interest in joining the CPTPP indicates that governments 
are interested in promoting cross-border e-commerce and investing in digital services and 
ecosystems. Current CPTPP members should, however, ensure that any new applicants are ready 
to assume and enforce the CPTPP’s binding and high-standard commitments and to transpose 
CPTPP rules to domestic laws. Members’ rigor of enforcement should be scrutinized annually by 
the new e-commerce committee.
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 ▪ Start discussions on upgrading the CPTPP’s digital trade rules. Many CPTPP members, such as 
Australia, Canada, Chile, Japan, Mexico, New Zealand, and Singapore, have recently signed even 
more ambitious agreements to facilitate digital trade. Examples include the DEPA among Chile, 
New Zealand, and Singapore; the SADEA; the U.S.-Japan Digital Trade Agreement; and the USMCA. 
The CPTPP also needs to be a living agreement fit for the fast-changing twenty-first century digital 
economy. Surveys in this series have shown that member-country firms demand forward-looking 
digital rules—such as better rules on online liability (including, possibly, safe harbor laws promoted 
in the USMCA); protection of intellectual property; corporate digital identity solutions to promote 
trust in digital transactions; interoperable payments; and digital standardsso that digital platforms 
in different member states can interoperate. These are all ideas promoted in the DEPA and SADEA. 
As technologies and firms’ demands in the global digital economy change, rules of the game must 
also evolve.

For non-members looking to join, the CPTPP has many timely value propositions: it helps promote 
small businesses’ e-commerce and access to digital value chains, lowers barriers for trade in goods and 
services, and promotes domestic regulatory reforms. Joining the CPTPP today would also enable new 
insiders to shape CPTPP upgrades tomorrow.

The CPTPP is also a useful template for the Joint Statement Initiative (JSI) on E-commerce among some 86 
WTO members. This process is critical for reducing the “splinternet”—fragmentation of the global digital 
economy by national digital regulations. The JSI is as challenging as it is important, as it brings together 
three members with widely differing philosophies on how to govern the digital economy—the United 
States, China, and the European Union—and includes African countries, such as Nigeria, that have sought 
to gain blanket exemptions for developing nations from such key areas as cross-border data flows and data 
localization. At the same time, India and South Africa have challenged the legality of the JSI process.30 The 
CPTPP is important in shaping the dynamics in Geneva—further accessions to the CPTPP, for example, 
by the United Kingdom, would further globalize the free digital trade coalition, cementing CPTPP-style 
binding e-commerce rules as the center of gravity in global digital trade governance.

The CPTPP also provides lessons for African and Latin American countries that are promoting digital 
trade integration in their regions to respond to demands by firms for good rules for cross-border 
e-commerce. In general, the CPTPP’s e-commerce rules are a useful baseline favored by firms. For 
example, a new study of data use by African firms found that African online sellers in particular 
would very much welcome CPTPP-style e-commerce provisions to Africa—especially rules that protect 
consumers, enable firms to store and analyze data where most convenient, and enable firms to transfer 
data across borders.31

For the United States, the CPTPP presents a significant opportunity—one originally architected by the 
United States itself—to promote U.S. trade, technologies, small online sellers, and partnerships with 
allies and partners across the Asia-Pacific region. To date, the Biden administration has not clearly 
articulated the United States’ Asia trade strategy. Events in the region, however, are unfolding rapidly—
China’s quest to accede to the CPTPP is a watershed that should urgently accelerate U.S. leadership and 
engagement in the pivotal Asia-Pacific trade panorama.
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Appendix

T he classic way to assess the impacts of trade agreements on trade among pairs of countries is the 
gravity model, whereby bilateral trade among two parties is a function of their GDPs (positive 
impact on the volume of bilateral trade), distance (a negative), and a number of other variables 

such as common language, common border, and a trade agreement (all of which are expected to 
promote trade).

This paper uses the U.S. International Trade Commission’s dynamic gravity database for 1970 to 
2020 for gravity variables.32 Data on trade in goods are from United Nations Comtrade, and trade 
in commercial services is from the WTO. As a subset of commercial services, digitally deliverable 
services include insurance and pension services; financial services; telecommunications, computer, 
and information services; other business services; and charges for the use of intellectual property. The 
broadband variable is a log of combined broadband penetration rates.

Regressions include country and year fixed effects in Table 6, and, to account for multilateral 
resistance, country-year fixed effects in Table 7. There are familiar methodological challenges with 
regressions covering services given that many country pairs do not either have such flows or simply 
that neither party reports such flows. Poisson pseudo maximum likelihood (PPML) regressions used 
here seek to address this problem and are in general emerging as a useful method for gravity models.
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Table 6: Trade Agreements and Trade in Goods, Services, and Digitally Deliverable 
Services, Country and Year Fixed Effects

 Trade in  
goods OLS

Trade in  
goods OLS

Trade in  
goods PPML

Trade in all  
services PPML

Trade in digitally  
deliverable services PPML

Independent variables:      

Log of exporter GDP 0.434*** 0.434*** 0.390*** 0.315 0.675***

(0.380) (0.380) (0.048) (0.145) (0.161)

Log of importer GDP 0.727*** 0.727*** 0.518*** 0.521*** 0.502***

(0.380) (0.380) (0.086) (0.159) (0.236)

Distance -1.350*** -1.350*** -0.251*** -0.698 -0.736***

(0.120) (0.120) (0.220) (0.023) (0.031)

Common language 0.718*** 0.718*** -0.330*** 0.442*** 0.434***

(0.021) (0.021) (0.058) (0.054) (0.067)

Colonial relationship 0.804*** 0.800*** 0.231*** 0.019 -0.217***

(0.066) (0.659) (0.060) (0.060) (0.072)

Share border 0.462*** 0.462*** 1.319*** 0.248*** -0.039

(0.046) (0.046) (0.058) (0.05) (0.062)

Preferential trade agreement 
(PTA) 0.609***

(0.022)

PTA covering trade in goods 0.648*** 0.561*** 0.031 -0.655***

(0.269) (0.053) (0.148) (0.155)

PTA covering trade in services 0.385*** 1.104*** 0.382 0.579

(0.209) (0.172) (0.450) (0.587)

PTA covering goods and services 0.567*** 0.750*** 0.571*** 0.269***

(0.027) (0.050) (0.074) (0.089)

PTA covering goods, services, 
and vecommerce 0.818*** 0.743*** 0.424*** 0.445***

(0.256) (0.147) (0.126) (0.158)

Broadband use among exporter 
and importer 0.047*** 0.047*** 0.226*** 1.632*** 1.477***

(0.001) (0.010) (0.028) (0.243) (0.325)

Year fixed effect YES YES YES YES YES

Importer fixed effect YES YES YES YES YES

Exporter fixed effect YES YES YES YES YES

N 57,717 57,717 109,298 22,306 21, 918

Adj. R-sq 0.793 0.793 0.938 0.8474 0.832

*** significant at 1 percent level; ** significant at 5 percent level; * significant at 10 percent level. Standard errors in parentheses.

Source: Author’s original research and analysis.
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Table 7: Trade Agreements and Trade in Goods, Services, and Digitally Deliverable 
Services, Country-Year Fixed Effects

 Trade in goods Trade in all services Trade in digitally deliverable services

Distance  -0.230*** -0.697***  -0.809***

 (0.022) (0.020) (0.026)

Common language  -0.328 0.442*** 0.378***

 (0.058) (0.035) (0.047)

Colonial relationship 0.267*** 0.010  -0.219***

 (0.061) (0.035) (0.048)

Share border 1.265*** 0.248*** 0.020

 (0.053) (0.039) (0.053)

PTA covering trade in goods  0.567*** 0.027  -0.697***

  (0.055) (0.129) (0.129)

PTA covering trade in services 1.331*** 1.323*** 1.616***

 (0.176) (0.258) (0.354)

PTA covering goods and services  0.551*** 0.590*** 0.265***

 (0.054)*** (0.072) (0.076)

PTA covering goods, services,  
and ecommerce 0.964*** 0.564*** 0.656***

 (0.213) (0.104) (0.131)

Exporter-year fixed effects YES YES YES

Importer-year fixed effects YES YES YES

N 109,298 22,306 21, 918

Pseudo R-sq 0.944 0.903 0.898

*** significant at 1 percent level; ** significant at 5 percent level; * significant at 10 percent level. Standard errors in parentheses.

Source: Author’s original research and analysis.
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