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1. Context

The agrifood sector is undergoing a significant transformation driven by digital technologies. E-
commerce and digital marketing are rapidly becoming key enablers for producers, processors, and
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) to reach broader markets, improve competitiveness, and
build stronger connections with consumers. For Caribbean agrifood stakeholders, these tools present
valuable opportunities to overcome traditional barriers such as limited market access, high logistics
costs, and geographic isolation.! These technologies are not only changing the dynamics of supply and
demand but also redefining consumer expectations for convenience, transparency, sustainability, and
traceability.

For producers, processors, and small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), especially those in the
Caribbean, digital platforms present an unprecedented opportunity to overcome structural challenges
that have historically limited their growth potential. Traditional barriers such as fragmented supply
chains, limited physical market access, high logistics costs, seasonal demand fluctuations, and the
geographical isolation of many island nations can now be mitigated through smart use of e-commerce
and digital marketing tools.

The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated this digital shift, highlighting the critical role of online channels in
ensuring market continuity and food system resilience. Consumers increasingly turn to digital platforms
for purchasing fresh produce, processed foods, and value-added agrifood products. Moreover, the
expansion of mobile technologies, social media, and online payment systems is making it more feasible
for even micro and small agrifood businesses to participate in e-commerce ecosystems.

E-Commerce: A game changer for agrifood value chains in the Caribbean:

The global shift towards online purchasing has accelerated, particularly following the COVID-19
pandemic.2 Consumers now seek greater convenience, traceability, and direct access to producers. E-

"World Bank. (2022). The digital divide in the Caribbean: Infrastructure and access challenges.
2 McKinsey & Company. (2020). How COVID-19 has pushed companies over the technology tipping

point—and transformed business forever.
UNCTAD (2021). COVID 19 and E-commerce. A global review.
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commerce platforms enable agrifood businesses to market their products beyond traditional local
markets, expand their consumer base, and build resilience against supply chain disruptions.
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Direct-to-consumer sales allow producers to capture a greater share of value by reducing dependency
on intermediaries, increasing profit margins, and reinvesting in quality improvements, packaging, and
customer service.?

E-commerce also facilitates market diversification, including access to regional and international
markets, reducing reliance on local demand and increasing resilience to economic fluctuations.*
Caribbean products—such as specialty cocoa, spices, tropical fruits, and traditional processed
goods—can leverage their origin, authenticity, and sustainability to appeal to niche markets globally.”

E-commerce platforms provide small producers with equitable access to digital storefronts and
customer engagement tools that can help them reach previously inaccessible audiences. The digital
space also enables product experimentation, flexible pricing, and rapid feedback cycles to support
agile decision-making.

Digital channels open opportunities for businesses to create subscription models, loyalty programs,
and personalized marketing strategies that foster long-term customer relationships. The growth of e-
commerce can further stimulate the development of local delivery systems, cold chain logistics, and
accessible payment solutions—building a more supportive ecosystem for agrifood businesses.

Adopting e-commerce requires a shift in mindset, investment in digital skills, and new approaches to
inventory management and customer service. However, the potential benefits in terms of growth,
resilience, and market reach make it a critical pathway for the sustainable development of Caribbean
agrifood enterprises.®

2. Digital marketing: building brands and consumer trust

In a competitive digital landscape, effective digital marketing is essential for agrifood businesses to
distinguish their products and connect with consumers. Today's consumers value authenticity,
transparency, and sustainability.” Digital storytelling—highlighting a product’s origin, social impact,
and cultural heritage—can foster emotional connections and build trust.

Social media, email marketing, and direct customer interactions provide valuable, cost-effective
channels for businesses to build strong consumer relationships. These platforms support regular
updates, live sessions, customer service, and interactive marketing strategies that strengthen customer
loyalty.

Digital marketing tools also enable businesses to access data analytics that provide real-time insights
into consumer preferences, market trends, and campaign performance, allowing for quick and targeted
response.®

Consistent digital engagement helps businesses cultivate brand communities and deepen consumer
loyalty. Initiatives such as loyalty programs, user-generated content, and support for social causes can
further solidify these connections.

3 World Bank. (2021). What's cocking: Digital transformation of the agrifood system.

“WTOQO. (2020). Government policies to promote innovation in the digital age.

S1TC. (2021). SME Competitiveness Qutlook 2021: Empowering the Green Recovery.

6 OECD/CAF (2023), Digital Government Review of Latin America and the Caribbean: Building
Inclusive and Responsive Public Services, OECD Digital Government Studies, OECD Publishing, Paris.
7 Deloitte. (2020). Global Marketing Trends: Bringing authenticity to our digital age
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By leveraging high-quality visual content, collaborating with influencers, optimizing search engine
visibility (SEO), and using multi-channel strategies, agrifood SMEs can significantly enhance their digital
presence and build a competitive advantage.®
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3. Key challenges for entrepreneurs and support needed

Despite the potential benefits, several challenges hinder the adoption of e-commerce and digital
marketing by agrifood businesses in the Caribbean:

Limited Digital Literacy and E-Commerce Skills: Many entrepreneurs lack the necessary skills to
operate online stores, manage digital payments, and execute effective digital marketing strategies.'
Tailored training and mentorship programs are essential.

Inadequate Digital Infrastructure: Limited access to reliable, affordable internet services in rural areas
constrains participation in the digital economy." Investment in infrastructure and mobile connectivity
is urgently needed.

Logistics Constraints: Delivery of perishable goods remains a significant challenge, particularly due to
weak cold chain infrastructure, high transport costs, and limited last-mile delivery options.”? Regional
partnerships and logistics innovation can help address these barriers.

Limited Access to Payment Solutions: High transaction fees, limited integration with local banking
systems, and cross-border payment restrictions present significant obstacles for SMEs.® Mobile
payment solutions and regional payment frameworks can offer viable alternatives.

Low Awareness of Digital Compliance and Cybersecurity: Many businesses are unaware of consumer
protection laws, data privacy regulations, tax obligations, and cybersecurity risks associated with e-
commerce." Regulatory guidance, awareness campaigns, and cybersecurity capacity building are
needed to close this gap.

Gender Inequality in the Digital Economy: Despite progress, various individual and societal factors
still hinder women’s participation in the online world. These include household responsibilities, wage
gaps, and unaffordable telecom services and devices. Women are less likely to receive digital tech
training, feel confident in their skills, or work in the digital sector. Additionally, women in LAC express
greater concerns about online privacy, security, reliability of information, scams, and harmful content
exposure. In addition, women face greater exposure to automation compared to men. And in countries
with significant gender digital divides, women employed in positions conducive to artificial intelligence
may encounter barriers to effectively utilizing this technology.® Addressing these challenges requires
targeted, multi-faceted solutions. Expanding affordable access to devices and internet services,

9 UNCTAD. (2024). Making e-commerce and the digital economy work for all.
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providing digital skills training tailored for women and girls, and creating safer, more supportive online
spaces are critical steps. Public and private stakeholders must work together to strengthen digital
security, protect privacy, and prevent online harassment. Embedding gender-sensitive policies with
clear targets in national digital strategies will also be key to closing the digital gender gap.
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4. The way forward

Digital transformation presents both opportunities and challenges for Caribbean agrifood businesses.
By embracing e-commerce and digital marketing, these enterprises can boost competitiveness, reach
new markets, and build more resilient and inclusive food systems.

Successfully addressing the challenges requires a coordinated, multi-stakeholder approach. Priorities
include targeted capacity-building for SMEs, cooperatives, and entrepreneurs; investment in digital
and physical infrastructure; improved regional logistics and payment solutions; simplified cross-border
e-commerce policies; and strategic partnerships among governments, development agencies, the
private sector, and technology providers.

By working together, the Caribbean can fully harness digital technologies to empower agrifood
entrepreneurs, strengthen food system sustainability, and drive inclusive economic growth.
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