
ekShop: Documenting The Successes And Lessons Learned 

Abstract 

Online shopping or trading has become a widespread practice in the contemporary technological 

world. According to the International Telecommunication Union (ITU), internet users have nearly 

tripled from 6.5 percent of the population in 2013 to 18.2 percent in 2017, and this number 

continues to multiply. In the context of Bangladesh, a2i has been consistently promoting digital 

solutions to accelerate and strengthen protocols of public services and developing many digital 

platforms to cater to the needs of the citizens. 

Considering the growth of business and the acceleration of internet technologies, the Bangladesh 

government has taken various initiatives to digitise the business sector. Moreover, for this purpose, 

the government has established an incorporated and assisted eCommerce platform, “ekShop”, to 

develop a well-organized ecosystem for the e-Commerce industry. Customers now have wider 

choices to compare prices and purchase from competing brands on a single window. During the 

COVID-19 situation, when physical movement has been restricted, e-commerce becomes very 

widespread. The ekShop model has been prevalent among customers in Bangladesh for its 

dedicated distribution points for e-Commerce delivery. 'ekShop model' has been recognised 

globally and received several awards for its achievements.  

Key Words: ekShop, eCommerce, entrepreneurs, platform, delivery, urban, rural, digital divide, 

women empowerment, CMSME, SME
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1. Introduction 

Online shopping or trading has become widespread in today's technological world. E-commerce 

platforms have opened up new horizons in the context of the internet and technological 

advancement. Millions of people globally now rely on e-commerce to meet their day-to-day needs. 

E-commerce has become the solution for entrepreneurs and retailers to manage their businesses. 

Such an online shopping system brings many opportunities for e-commerce website builders, 

accounting and inventory management systems, and customer service infrastructure. Ecommerce 

has emerged as the most up-to-date appliance that increases the digital carves up. The E-Commerce 

sector has experienced exponential growth in Bangladesh since the early 2000s.  The government’s 

initiative to promote digital platforms ensured widespread internet access, and reliable online 

transaction systems have facilitated the development of e-commerce in Bangladesh.  

Despite many setbacks in 2021, the e-commerce sector grew, supported by ongoing advancements 

in online banking and fintech and the rise of a tech-savvy demographic with high purchasing 

power. COVID-19 accelerated that growth as people began to adopt digital shopping due to 

lockdown restrictions, and soon, e-commerce platforms sprouted up all over the place. According 

to the e-Commerce Association of Bangladesh (e-CAB), official reports, and industry insiders, 

online sales in 2020 are expected to increase by roughly 70% over the previous year. As of August 

of that year, the market was worth nearly $2 billion. According to E-CAB Vice President 

Mohammad Sahab Uddin, the sector's valuation may have surpassed Tk20,000 crore – 

approximately $2.32 billion – by 2021. The market is expected to reach $3 billion by 2023. 
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To facilitate e-commerce online transactions, Bangladesh Bank approved online payment in 2009 

and the use of debit and credit cards for online payment in 2013. The e-commerce Association of 

Bangladesh (e-cab) is Bangladesh's trade association for e-commerce. According to E-cab, there 

will be approximately 2,500 e-commerce companies in the country by 2022, as well as at least 

50,000 business pages on Facebook. However, the low use of credit and debit cards, as well as the 

lack of PayPal in Bangladesh, have stifled the growth of this industry. In 2016, the government of 

Bangladesh launched e-commerce sites in each of the country's districts. In the same year, the 

FBCCI advocated for the dissolution of e-commerce taxes. 

Since its inception, four types of e-commerce platforms have become very popular in 

Bangladesh:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Backed by Aspire to Innovate (a2i) Programme of the ICT division of the Bangladesh government 

and United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), ekShop was established for piloting on 

30th January 2018 in the Prime Minister's Office of Bangladesh. The public platform of ekShop 
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was launched in 2019 by Sajeeb Ahmed Wazed, Advisor to the Government of Bangladesh on 

Information and Communication Technology. 

It is the world's first integrated assisted rural e-Commerce platform, which incorporates all the 

major and trusted e-Commerce, payments, and logistic players into one platform through API and 

acts as a national e-Commerce facilitator and infrastructure backbone. A search in its platform can 

compare similar products drawn from multiple e-Commerce platforms in a single window. The 

same system enables producers and retailers to sell their products to the market participants as a 

single-entry point. They can go to government-owned digital centres or virtually enter the platform 

and upload their product to ekShop. It will automatically be available to ekShop’s partners’ 

eCommerce websites. It is a continuous effort to escalate in the global e-commerce market and 

target eCommerce's B2B and B2C markets.

2. Background of the a2i Program 

Aspire to Innovate (a2i), an ICT Division whole-of-government program supported by the 

Cabinet Division and UNDP, catalyzes citizen-friendly public service innovations, simplifying 

government and bringing it closer to the people. It encourages the government to be on the 

cutting edge of incorporating new, whole-of-society approaches to achieve society. 

A fundamental government responsibility is to provide information and services to its citizens 

in order to improve their social and economic well-being. The project's goal is to increase 

transparency, improve governance, and reduce the time, difficulty, and cost of obtaining 

government services in Bangladesh's underserved communities. 

This is to be achieved by the following 3 components of the project: 
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• Component 1: Institutionalizing Public Service Innovation and Improving 

Accountability 

• Component 2: Catalysing Digital Financial Services and Fintech Innovations 

• Component 3: Incubating Private Sector-enabled Public Service Innovation 

Drawing upon these objectives, over the years, a2i has been consistently developing digital 

solutions to accelerate and strengthen protocols of public services and creating many digital 

platforms to cater to the needs of the citizens in a globalised context. Having seen many 

successful initiatives in Bangladesh, India, Philippines, Indonesia, and Papua New Guinee, 

UNDP’s Regional Bureau for the Asia Pacific (RBAP) based in Bangkok has taken up the 

“Capacity for Experience Sharing Initiative (CESI)” to document and disseminate experiences, 

knowledge, and lessons learned of such initiatives so that regional and country office programs 

in the Asia Pacific would learn from each other and replicate similar initiatives considering their 

country needs and context.

3. Evaluation and Findings 

 

◻ Pre-ekShop Situation 

Before the initiation of the e-commerce platform, most business transactions used to follow 

traditional market-based trading where buyers and sellers met physically in the marketplace. With 

the advent of internet technology and smartphones, Bangladesh's e-commerce industry has 

positively impacted, creating a market with decent economic and social growth opportunities. 

However, there are some constraints since most of the top online eCommerce platforms have only 
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focused on metropolitan cities. In the urban and suburban areas, nearly 80% of the delivery has 

been made, but in the rural areas, limited logistics support exists. Therefore, it is undeniable that 

almost 70% of people in Bangladesh who live in rural areas have minimal access to e-commerce 

platforms. Although financial inclusion is very fast in urban regions, it is very slow in rural areas. 

Debit and credit card facilities are still not very popular in rural Bangladesh. In the urban areas, 

retailers and consumers have lots of access and opportunities to reach their demanded products. 

Still, in rural areas, the choices and options of products are minimal.  

In some cases, most rural people are unaware of e-commerce activities and do not have proper 

access to the e-commerce ecosystem. According to a study conducted by ActionAid Bangladesh 

in 2020, only 50% of urban households have internet access, while less than 30% of rural 

households have it. The issue of ICT reaching a minority population is not limited to Bangladesh; 

it is a global issue. Only 59.5 percent of the world's population had internet access as of January 

2021. It is causing a digital divide globally, including in Bangladesh, particularly during the Covid-

19 pandemic. The term "digital divide" refers to a disparity between those who have access to ICT 

and those who do not or are limited to it. The gap is detrimental to any economy because it prevents 

societies from fully utilising the benefits of ICT. 

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) play a critical role in economic growth. The 

pandemic significantly impacted the global employment sector, including Bangladesh. Not only 

that, but the crisis has also affected the SME sector. According to Future of Business, 50% of 

SMEs will be closed between January and May 2020. 

Due to the digital divide, many SMEs, unlike large corporations, cannot transition to online 

platforms. Several SMEs have already shifted to online media; however, many are still struggling 

because they either do not understand the navigation system or do not have access to the internet. 
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It can be challenging for entrepreneurs to operate their businesses online without accurate guidance 

and technical expertise. As a result, it is critical to improving digital skills among all people, 

particularly youth and the poor. 

Furthermore, many people stuck at home during the pandemic started businesses on online 

platforms. Some of these companies have grown to be successful enough to open physical stores 

and hire employees. These stimulate economic growth, which benefits the country. 

◻ Initiation of the ekShop Platform 

Against this backdrop, ekShop has been designed to revolutionise e-commerce activities in 

Bangladesh. Considering the basic needs of both the consumers and sellers, ekShop was launched 

as an online platform where both the stakeholder confidently performs their business activities. 

More than 1 million products from various e-commerce partners are now available on the ekShop 

platform. The beauty of ekShop is that it provides all the options to entrepreneurs, and customers 

can compare the products and pick up the best outcome of their choice. ekShop as an e-commerce 

platform has reached millions of consumers and traders. 

ekShop has been established as an incorporated and assisted eCommerce platform in developing a 

well-organized ecosystem for the e-Commerce industry in Bangladesh. ekShop has been 

recognised as the world’s first omnichannel rural assisted e-commerce platform, which merged all 

the mainstream eCommerce platforms and brought them to a single-window platform. The rural 

and urban entrepreneurs and retailers can now connect and collaborate with the mainstream e-

Commerce and logistics platforms for shipment facilitation with the potential of global 

intensification. ekShop has the privilege to utilise union-level delivery points to infiltrate hard-to-

access areas, government resources, and human resources to make a decentralised supply chain 
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tool. ekShop is connected through all the Digital Centres, such as - Union Digital Centre (UDC), 

City Corporation Digital Centre (CDC), and Pouroshova Digital Centre (PDC).  

Also, ekShop has been able to keep pace with the latest technologies such as Natural Language 

Processing System (NLPS) and augmented reality embedded product projection, which helps to 

give a 3D idea of a specific product. ESCROW platform ensures the fastest and hassle-free 

transaction for big volume products. By providing easy access to market and finance, ekShop has 

guaranteed disadvantaged entrepreneurs a free and much more convenient e-commerce platform, 

previously believed to be complex and expensive. 

The inherent design of the platform is as such that, there are no competitors per se in the 

eCommerce domain in Bangladesh. Rather than compete with the existing e-commerce businesses 

and platforms, ekShop acts more like a national e-commerce infrastructure backbone, which the 

market participants can lean on. This is evident with the ‘ekShop model’ receiving many 

international recognitions, including the 2020 WSIS champion award, 2019 APICTA award, 

recipient of UN facility fund competition in 2019 and BRH catalytic fund winner in 2020.  

Those inherent capabilities and work divisions are described below: 

1. Nationwide 6000+ Digital centres:   ekShop is the only platform in Bangladesh, which 

has nationwide 6000+ digital centres providing assisted onboarding and logistical 

support to CMSMEs and consumers up to rural areas. This unique infrastructure 

capability enables ekShop to act as the national backbone for commercial eCommerce 

platforms. 
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2. Country’s only eCommerce aggregator: ekShop is the only eCommerce aggregator in 

the country. i.e., all major eCommerce companies and platforms are connected with 

ekShop through API to provide CMSMEs/merchants and consumers with a single-

window trading experience. Because of the convening capacity of the ICT division, all 

market competitors in the eCommerce domain congregated their platforms into a single 

window to not only reach out to the rural customer base (which they previously were 

unable to), but also provide the customers and merchants with a secured transaction 

environment to foster trust. 

3. The country’s only logistics aggregator: ekShop also the only platform in Bangladesh 

that has aggregated logistics connectivity as well. All major logistics companies in 

Bangladesh are connected in a single platform, so that irrespective of existing 

commercial agreements by incumbent e-commerce platforms, CMSMEs, merchants 

and customers can take advantage of the logistics provider of their choice for the trade.  

4. Country’s only ESCROW platform: ekShop has developed and deployed the country’s 

first and only financial ESCROW platform. With the regulatory provisional approval 

from Bangladesh Bank (The financial sector regulator), a2i has partnered up with Bank 

Asia to launch this unique platform.  Synesis it is running the payment part of the 

platform on a day-to-day basis. At the same time, the core exchange, fiduciary security 

and access to banking aggregation systems are taken care of by a2i.  
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◻ Objective of ekShop:  
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eCommerce to the 
most remote level 

 

 

ESCROW payment 
for fastest and 
more secure 
transaction 

 

 

Micro Merchant 
Model for 

empowering rural 
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Rural Sell Model 
for promoting 

District Branding 
products 

 

 

Promoting SME 
products in the 

cross border 
market 

 

 

Assuring delivery 
to all over 

Bangladesh within 
7 days 
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Serving citizens and businesses with the benefit of an omnichannel e-commerce platform powered 

with a robust nationwide and cross-border supply chain that will increase local production and 

empower rural producers by increasing their digital footprint and reducing the digital divide—at 

the same time, creating an international market for Bangladeshi products. 

 

Vision  

 

To ensure the facility of e-commerce nationwide with an accessible, efficient, and reliable 

ecosystem. It will avail marginal producers and disadvantaged entrepreneurs all over Bangladesh 

the opportunity to sell their products directly to the customers, thus fostering the growth of 

business in Bangladesh. 

 

◻ At A Glance the Connection of ekShop. 

 

◻ Key Milestones Achieved 
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৳33 crore 

Transactions 

  
  

7.5 lakh+ 

Products  

Delivered 

    8.08 lakh 

lakh+ Buyers 

  
  

12k+ 

Rural Producers/ 

SMEs onboarded 

  11 lakhs+ 

Orders 
  



◻ Major Socio-economic impacts 

 

 

Aggregated Logistics  

991 regional 

warehouses in operation 

Integrated 8 courier 

services including Pathao, e-

courier, Paper Fly, Bangladesh 

Post 

4600+ small 

entrepreneurs User 

WTO + UPU 

connection established 

Space allocated at 

DHAKA GPO: 13ft x 18ft 

Parking Space 

Allowed for 12 vehicles 

(including 10 motorcycle) 
 

ekShop Network - PaaS  

The only ecommerce 

platform-as-a-service Network 

6 government platform 

including Joyeeta, BSCIC and 

SME 

4 privates including 

Buy-Now and Anondomela 

4 international platform 

including Dukaanye Lilbaye 

  

 

District Branding and Small / Cottage Industry Support 

Workshops completed in 31 

districts 

1500+ District Branding 

Entrepreneurs’ Products Added 

A total of 56 thousand 

entrepreneurs or merchants are involved 

6700+ farmers added 

 

26 Digital Platforms 

 
Catering an average of 2500 

orders daily 

Total 21 eCommerce platforms 

are added 

11400+ ekShop Centres 

(Including Digital Centres) 

A total of 4300 Nitto-Ponno 

Volunteers 

Assisted Aggregated eCommerce  
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Besides the above socio-economic impacts, ekShop has made a revolutionary contribution in the 

following sectors:  

�  It helps rural and marginalised producers and entrepreneurs with digital literacy and 

ensures access to last-mile digital connectivity 

�  It brings huge access scope for the entrepreneurs and retailers with a nationwide network 

of “Digital Centres.”  

�  It has established Geo tag-based logistics mapping. 

�  It creates huge job placement or employment opportunities for the unemployed youth.  
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4. Monitoring and Quality Control 

 

ekShop has ensured stringent monitoring and quality assurance to ensure that both the sellers and 

buyers can confidently engage in e-commerce transactions. The central management authority of 

a2i has always has been there to monitor and quality ensuring activities. To make sure that both 

customers and consumers settle their complaints quickly and hassle-free, a 24 hours customer care 

centre is actively present. Any users of ekShop have easy access to a call centre for their support. 

5. Major Features for the ekShop Users 

 

Usually, both the buyers and sellers are the primary users of this platform. Buyers from the rural 

and urban areas and the international arena can use this platform to order their required products, 

and sellers can also use it to supply their products. 

Key features for the customers 

 

● Customers can compare products and prices from competing sellers on a single window 

before purchase. 

● Online order and home delivery service 

● Flexibility to order in both the mobile app as well as the web platform 

● Beneficiaries can select their preferred courier from the platform 

● Can track the product through the panel along with SMS notification 
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Key features for the sellers 

 

● Single stock management for MSMEs for selling to all eCommerce platforms 

● ekShop Mall for SMEs to design their store for free 

● Dedicated online distributorship all over the country 

● Weekly advanced Bulk shipment for all e-commerce warehouses. 

● Single payment settlement for sales to multiple platforms 

● 8.8K pickup points for product delivery 

● Dedicated distribution house for e-Commerce delivery 

 

Major challenges for the eCommerce industries in Bangladesh 

● Popularising e-commerce to all people is a major challenge 

● Inadequate delivery mechanisms, particularly in the rural areas 

● Shortage of warehouses, particularly in the cities 

● Internet connections are sometimes interrupted  

● Lack of a robust privacy policy 

● Undeveloped online marketing practices 

● Prevalence of online fraud 

● The lack of a robust online transaction system

6. Conclusion and Recommendation 

 



14 
 

ekShop has revolutionised the e-commerce shopping experience in Bangladesh, and it has ensured 

online business for both rural and urban users. According to the main objective of ekShop, the a2i 

team is committed to serving the beneficiaries with high priority. Through consistent 

improvements, ekShop has become popular among entrepreneurs and buyers for its reliability, 

customer service, and variety of products. 

By launching the mobile application, ekShop has further brought the experience of shopping to a 

different height. ekShop has already expanded its centres in Malaysia, Australia, Singapore, 

England, Nepal, and Saudi Arabia to establish the Go Global aims. Such initiatives encourage 

buyers and sellers to do cross-border trading without obstacles. EkShop has been consistently 

working hand in hand with other international e-commerce partners to build a better and more 

user-friendly online shopping experience. 

To ensure more user-friendly service provisions for the customers, ekShop should consider the 

following recommendations: 

● Technical up-gradation is needed for a better user-friendly experience of the apps  

● All the features should be the same on both the desktop and mobile versions 

● Ensure sufficient warehouses in the cities for better reach-out of the customers 

● Ensure efficient and quick delivery services, particularly in the rural areas 

● For better safeguard of customers’ personal information, the privacy policy should be 

upgraded 

● Complaint resolution should be fast and hassle-free 

● An option to collect users’ feedback should be added to the system to ensure future 

development, thus maintaining consumer satisfaction. 
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