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Executive summary 

The ESCAP Digital and Sustainable Regional Integration Index (DigiSRII), is an attempt to 

bring together the various dimensions of regional integration while also accounting for the 

growing importance of digital and sustainable development. Rather than emphasizing 

methodological issues related to developing the index and aggregating very different 

indicators, the work focuses on developing a global indicator framework for digital and 

sustainable regional integration, inspired by the indicator framework established to monitor 

progress of implementation of the sustainable development goals. The approach of DigiSRII 

recognizes that policymakers in different economies and regions may prioritize different 

areas of regional integration. As such, very simple aggregation techniques are adopted in 

building the index, making it as transparent as possible, and providing a basis for policy 

analysts and policymakers to develop their own version using the underlying data, as they see 

fit. 

 

Building on the regional integration indices developed by ECA and ADB, a new 7-by-2 

matrix structure is adopted for DigiSRII. The seven core dimensions are: trade and 

investment integration; financial integration; regional value chains integration; infrastructure 

integration; the movement of people; regulatory cooperation; and digital-economy 

integration. In order to mainstream sustainable development through the entire index, each of 

these dimensions include two components: a set of conventional integration indicators and a 

set of sustainable development focused indicators. The sustainable development focused 

indicators emphasize how regional integration is pursued, particularly taking into account the 

need for inclusivity and environmental protection. This structure enables policymakers to 

monitor to what extent they are taking into account sustainable development when 

progressing along each of the seven dimensions.  

 

The results from DigiSRII shows that the Asia-Pacific region’s performance in regional 

integration varies widely across dimensions. Overall, investment in infrastructure and the 

proactive FTA strategies of economies in the region have been key drivers of integration in 

the Asia-Pacific over the past ten years. In contrast, little progress has been made in freeing 

the movement of people. Trade and investment integration, as well as RVC integration, have 

also not significantly deepened for the region between 2010-13 and 2014-2017, probably 

because these conventional forms of economic integration have reached their limits - The 

digital transformation of trade and investment based on emerging technologies may push 

these limits, however. 

 

DigiSRII results also vary greatly by country and subregions. They confirm that economies in 

South-East Asia (SEA) and East and North-East Asia (ENEA) are among the most regionally 

integrated. These economies have also made the most progress over time. On the other hand, 

economies in South and South-West Asia (SSWA) and North and Central Asia (NCA) are 

among the least regionally integrated and have made the least progress. Among other factors, 

the relatively deeper integration in ENEA and SEA economies is driven by their active 

participation in regional production networks, with production integration deepening during 

the past decade. As shown at the dimensional level, economies in these two subregions have 

been relatively strongly connected in regional trade, investment, value chains, infrastructure 

and regional cooperation arrangements.  

 

In terms of sustainable regional integration, Japan and the Republic of Korea emerge as 

regional leaders. The region as a whole appears to be able to manage its financial integration 
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prudently, and to enable broad and inclusive access to infrastructure. Improvements in 

inclusive access to infrastructure as well as in the digital economy drove progress in 

sustainable regional integration in the Asia-Pacific region during 2010-2017. DigiSRII results 

suggest that more efforts are needed to enable movement of people as well as in developing 

regulatory cooperation for sustainable development. 

 

In terms of regional digital economy integration, the Asia-Pacific region’s performance 

varies considerably across the underlying indicators of that dimension. The results highlight 

the need for improvement in regulatory harmonization in order to support digital trade in the 

region, trade in ICT goods and utilizing e-commerce platforms. In addition, from the 

perspective of sustainable integration in the digital economy, the Asia-Pacific region has 

made immense progress in expanding women’s participation in e-commerce as well as in 

increasing household access to the Internet. Meanwhile, cybersecurity remains a major 

stumbling block for deepening sustainable regional integration in the digital economy.  
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