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The analysis of UN Comtrade data over the period 2013–2022 indicates that trade-
related value gaps between developing countries and their trading partners remain 
both substantial in scale and persistent over time. These discrepancies, which serve as 
indicators of potential trade misinvoicing, point to a structural challenge embedded within 
the international trading system rather than a temporary anomaly.

Across all global trading relationships, the estimated annual value gaps grew markedly over 
the decade, exceeding US$3 trillion in 2022. The persistence of these gaps, even across 
differing global economic conditions, underscores the resilience of underlying drivers 
such as fragmented reporting systems, varying enforcement capacity, and incentives 
embedded in international trade and financial structures.

1 INTRODUCTION
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Global trade underpins the movement of goods, capital, and value across economies. In 
2022, global trade reached roughly US$32 trillion , reflecting the scale and integration of 
cross-border economic activity. As trade has expanded and supply chains have become 
more complex, the financial flows embedded within trade transactions have also grown. 
While these flows support economic growth, they also create opportunities for value to be 
shifted across borders in ways that are difficult to detect.

Trade-related illicit financial flows emerge within this system by exploiting the structure of 
international commerce. They are not isolated events but a recurring feature of global trade, 
particularly where regulatory gaps and market complexities intersect. Estimates suggest 
that trade misinvoicing has generated cumulative value gaps in the trillions of dollars across 
developing countries over the past decade. These losses reduce government revenues, 
weaken fiscal capacity, and limit investment in public services. They are embedded in 
the ordinary operation of global commerce, particularly where high-value commodities, 
complex supply chains, free trade and re-export platforms, tariff differentials, capital 
controls, conflict, or sanctions create room for mispricing and false invoicing.

Trade misinvoicing represents a dual challenge. For customs and tax authorities, it leads 
to substantial losses in trade-related revenues each year. For law enforcement, it provides 
a mechanism for illicit financial flows to move through the global economy under the 
cover of legitimate trade. As one of the largest measurable components of illicit financial 
flows, trade misinvoicing leaves a detectable footprint in official trade statistics. Persistent 
discrepancies, referred to as “value gaps,” arise when two trading partners report different 
values for the same transaction. These gaps provide a practical way to assess the scale and 
patterns of misinvoicing using international trade data.

Trade misinvoicing is the deliberate falsification of trade invoice information to move 
value across borders illicitly. It operates through four primary channels: export under-
invoicing, export over-invoicing, import under-invoicing, and import over-invoicing. 
Export under-invoicing shifts earnings abroad by understating export values, while export 
over-invoicing inflates values to justify illicit inflows or access incentives. On the import 
side, under-invoicing reduces customs liabilities, whereas over-invoicing enables capital 
flight or the laundering of illicit proceeds. Across these channels, traders manipulate 
prices, quantities, or product classifications, embedding illicit transfers within otherwise 
legitimate transactions.

The risk of misinvoicing is concentrated in sectors where valuation is less transparent and 
enforcement is weaker. High-value and price-volatile commodities such as oil, minerals, and 
precious metals are particularly exposed, as their pricing is often opaque and negotiated. 
Manufactured goods moving through fragmented supply chains also create opportunities 
for misclassification and value distortion at multiple stages. These risks are amplified in 
trade environments that rely on re-export hubs or free trade zones, where oversight is 
reduced, and in contexts with limited customs capacity or weak governance. Together, 
these structural conditions make certain sectors and trade corridors more vulnerable to 
persistent misinvoicing.

2 BACKGROUND
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Across the period 2013 to 2022,  annual value gaps increased from US$1.76 trillion to 
US$3.20 trillion, representing an increase of more than 80 percent over the decade. This 
suggests that value gaps expanded not only with trade volumes, but also with the growing 
complexity of cross-border production, transit, and reporting systems. The sharp rise after 
2020 is particularly notable, as it points to a renewed widening of discrepancies during a 
period of elevated global trade values and commodity prices.

In absolute terms, a small number of large and highly trade-integrated economies account 
for a disproportionate share of total value gaps. China recorded the largest average value 
gap by a wide margin, at US$695.7 billion, followed by Turkey (US$151.9 billion), Poland 
(US$132.7 billion), Mexico (US$127.3 billion), Thailand (US$117.6 billion), India (US$106.2 
billion), Brazil (US$87.3 billion), Malaysia (US$87.2 billion), Hungary (US$61.7 billion), and 
Vietnam (US$61.6 billion). 

China’s position at the top of the ranking is not unexpected, given its central role in 
global manufacturing and merchandise trade. Its trade flows span a wide range of product 
categories, suppliers, and destination markets, creating a large base over which even small 
percentage discrepancies can translate into very large dollar values. The finding is also 
consistent with the broader “missing imports” literature. Fisman and Wei’s study of China’s 
imports from Hong Kong found that a one-percentage-point increase in the tax rate was 
associated with a three percent increase in evasion, with evidence that evasion occurred 
through both underreporting import values and misclassifying products into lower-tax 
categories. This does not imply that the value gaps identified here have the same causes, 
but it does show that China’s trade data has long been an important empirical setting for 
studying how tariff incentives, product classification, and reporting behavior can affect 
measured trade discrepancies.  

When value gaps are measured as a percentage of total trade, however, a different pattern 
emerges. Small, commodity-dependent, or entrepôt economies dominate: The Gambia (44 
percent of total trade), Gabon (29 percent), Tanzania (28 percent), Ghana (28 percent), Mexico 
(27 percent), Togo (26 percent), Poland (26 percent), Qatar (26 percent), the Philippines 
(26 percent), and Hungary (25 percent). These findings suggest that countries with the 
largest dollar-value gaps are not necessarily those with the highest relative exposure. For 
smaller economies, even lower absolute gaps can represent a significant share of total 
trade and may have more direct implications for customs revenue, enforcement capacity, 
and economic governance.

Taken together, the findings for all global trading partners point to a dual pattern. Large 
economies drive the overall scale of identified value gaps, while smaller economies may 
face greater proportional exposure. 

3 VALUE GAPS BETWEEN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 
AND ALL GLOBAL TRADING PARTNERS
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Value Gaps in Trade, 2013-2022(USD Trillions)
Developing nations vs. all global partners
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Value Gaps in Trade, 2013-2022(USD Trillions)
In USD and as a percentage of total trade
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4 VALUE GAPS BETWEEN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 
AND ADVANCED ECONOMY TRADING PARTNERS

The findings for trade between developing countries and advanced economy trading 
partners show a similar but smaller-scale pattern. Total value gaps increased from US$1.01 
trillion in 2013 to US$1.73 trillion in 2022. Although these gaps are lower than those 
identified across all global trading partners, they still represent a significant share of total 
discrepancies. 

In absolute terms, China again recorded the largest average value gap, at US$429.0 billion. 
It was followed by Poland (US$108.9 billion), Turkey (US$99.0 billion), Mexico (US$98.3 
billion), Thailand (US$57.6 billion), India (US$50.7 billion), Hungary (US$47.8 billion), 
Brazil (US$43.5 billion), Malaysia (US$41.8 billion), and Vietnam (US$31.3 billion). The 
composition of this ranking broadly overlaps with the all-partner ranking, but the order 
differs in important ways. Poland ranks second in trade with advanced economy partners, 
compared to third in the all-partner ranking, while Turkey moves from second to third. This 
suggests that some economies’ value gaps are more closely tied to advanced-market trade 
relationships, while others are more distributed across broader global partner networks.

When value gaps are measured as a percentage of total trade with advanced economy 
partners, smaller economies again rank highly. The Gambia recorded the largest relative 
value gap at 37 percent, followed by Sierra Leone (36 percent), Gabon (30 percent), 
Qatar (30 percent), Eswatini (29 percent), Maldives (28 percent), DR Congo (27 percent), 
Kyrgyzstan (27 percent), Mexico (27 percent), and Comoros (27 percent). This percentage-
based ranking differs from the all-partner results, where countries such as Tanzania, Ghana, 
Togo, Poland, the Philippines, and Hungary appear more prominently.
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Value Gaps in Trade, 2013-2022(USD Trillions)
Developing  country trads with advanced economy partners
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Value Gaps in Trade, 2013-2022(USD Trillions)
In USD and as a percentage of total trade



                                                                                                                                               Global Patterns in Trade-Related Value Gaps (2013–2022) | 9

5 POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Addressing trade misinvoicing therefore requires a combination of domestic policy 
reforms and enhanced international coordination. The following recommendations are 
designed to strengthen transparency, improve enforcement, and reduce opportunities for 
value manipulation within global trade systems.

Customs authorities should prioritize the use of data-driven risk 
assessment tools to identify high-risk transactions, sectors, and trade 
corridors. The concentration of value gaps in specific countries and 
sectors suggests that misinvoicing risks are not evenly distributed. 
Targeted risk profiling, supported by access to detailed trade data 
and analytics, can improve detection while minimizing disruption to 

legitimate trade. Investments in data infrastructure and analytical capacity are essential to 
enable real-time monitoring and more effective enforcement.

Given that mirror trade analysis relies on discrepancies between partner-
country reports, improving access to timely and detailed bilateral trade 
data is critical. Governments should expand participation in data-
sharing arrangements and strengthen cooperation with international 
organizations to ensure consistent and comparable reporting. Greater 
integration of partner-country data into customs processes can help 
authorities identify anomalies more quickly and respond to potential 
misinvoicing risks.

A significant share of observed discrepancies may arise from 
inconsistencies in reporting practices, including differences in 
valuation methods, classification, and timing. Efforts to harmonize 
data standards across countries should be strengthened, particularly 
in the application of CIF and FOB valuation principles and commodity 
classification systems. Capacity-building initiatives for customs 
authorities in developing countries can help improve data quality and 
reduce statistical noise, thereby enhancing the reliability of trade- 

                                   based risk assessments.

Strengthen customs risk management and data analytics

Enhance access to and use of partner-country trade data

Improve trade data quality and reporting consistency
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The analysis indicates that trade misinvoicing risks are often 
concentrated in sectors characterized by high value, price volatility, or 
complex supply chains. Policymakers should prioritize transparency 
measures in these sectors, including enhanced disclosure requirements, 
improved valuation guidelines, and closer scrutiny of transactions 
involving re-export hubs and free trade zones. Strengthening oversight 
in these areas can reduce opportunities for value manipulation while 

maintaining the efficiency of legitimate trade flows.

The analysis indicates that trade misinvoicing risks are often 
concentrated in sectors characterized by high value, price 
volatility, or complex supply chains. Policymakers should prioritize 
transparency measures in these sectors, including enhanced 
disclosure requirements, improved valuation guidelines, and 
closer scrutiny of transactions involving re-export hubs and free 
trade zones. Strengthening oversight in these areas can reduce 
opportunities for value manipulation while maintaining the 

efficiency of legitimate trade flows.

Increase transparency in high-risk sectors and trade channels

Strengthen international cooperation on enforcement and 
information sharing
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6 METHODOLOGY

This analysis estimates the scale of trade-related illicit financial flows by identifying 
discrepancies in officially reported international trade data to the UN. It focuses on the 
channel of trade misinvoicing, and uses bilateral trade records to approximate where such 
activity may be occurring.

The methodology relies on a partner-country, or mirror trade approach. This method 
compares what two trading partners report about the same bilateral trade flow in a given 
year in order to identify mismatches in reported values. These discrepancies, referred to as 
“value gaps,” form the basis of the analysis. For example, if one country reports exporting 
US$400 million of a product while its partner reports importing US$375 million, the 
resulting US$25 million difference is recorded as a value gap. These gaps are calculated 
at a detailed product level and then aggregated across all traded goods and country pairs.

Because imports are generally reported on a cost, insurance, and freight (CIF) basis while 
exports are reported free on board (FOB), reported import and export values are not directly 
equivalent. CIF values include the cost of transportation and insurance associated with 
delivering goods to the importing country, whereas FOB values reflect the value of goods 
at the point of export before these additional costs are incurred. As a result, a portion 
of the discrepancy between reported imports and exports reflects normal transportation 
and trade-related costs rather than potential misinvoicing. The methodology therefore 
adjusts for expected valuation differences when assessing discrepancies between trading 
partners.

The analysis uses ten years of trade data from 2013 to 2022, drawn from the United 
Nations Comtrade database. It examines bilateral trade between developing countries 
and a set of 36 advanced economies, as well as trade between developing countries and 
all global trading partners. This allows for a consistent comparison of trade patterns across 
countries and over time, while capturing differences in trading relationships.

Rather than treating all discrepancies as evidence of illicit activity, the methodology 
distinguishes between expected and abnormal differences in reported trade values. A 
benchmark is established for typical variations based on trade costs and structural factors, 
and observed values are evaluated against this baseline. This helps isolate discrepancies 
that are unusually large and more likely to reflect misinvoicing behavior.

To improve the robustness of the estimates, the analysis applies a series of filters to the 
data. Transactions without corresponding partner records and entries that are clearly 
inconsistent or incomplete are excluded. These steps reduce statistical noise and ensure 
that the analysis is based on comparable trade flows.

The resulting value gaps are aggregated and presented in two ways: in absolute terms, 
measured in US dollars, and relative to total trade, expressed as a percentage. These 
measures provide both a sense of scale and a way to compare the intensity of potential 
misinvoicing across countries and regions.
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Because it is not possible to determine which side of a transaction is responsible for 
a discrepancy, the results should be interpreted as potential risk rather than definitive 
measures of illicit activity. The estimates provide an order-of-magnitude view of trade-
related value gaps and are intended to highlight trends and areas of concern within the 
global trading system.
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While the mirror trade approach offers a structured and data-driven framework for 
identifying potential trade-related illicit financial flows, it is subject to several important 
limitations. These stem from the nature of international trade data, the assumptions 
required to construct comparable measures, and the constraints inherent in model-based 
estimation. Accordingly, the results presented in this report should be interpreted as 
indicative of potential areas of concern rather than definitive measures of illicit activity.

A primary limitation relates to the underlying data. The analysis relies on officially 
reported trade statistics from the United Nations Comtrade database, which reflect the 
quality, consistency, and coverage of national reporting systems. Differences in reporting 
practices across countries can introduce discrepancies that are not necessarily linked to 
misinvoicing. Although the methodology explicitly accounts for expected differences in 
valuation, these adjustments cannot fully capture all variation in transport costs, insurance 
premiums, or transaction-specific conditions. Additional inconsistencies may arise from 
differences in commodity classification, reporting thresholds, or revisions to national data, 
all of which can affect the comparability of bilateral trade flows.

The construction of the matched dataset introduces further considerations. To ensure 
comparability, the analysis focuses on trade flows that can be matched across both reporting 
countries. While this improves internal consistency, it necessarily excludes unmatched or 
one-sided observations. As a result, the estimates reflect discrepancies within the matched 
sample rather than the full universe of reported trade. In contexts where reporting coverage 
is incomplete or uneven, this may affect the scale and distribution of observed gaps.

The model-based estimation of expected trade values introduces an additional layer of 
uncertainty. The methodology estimates a benchmark margin based on observable factors 
such as distance, geography, and trade characteristics, and then uses this benchmark to 
identify deviations from expected patterns. While this approach improves upon simple 
comparisons of reported values, it relies on the assumption that the selected variables 
adequately capture the determinants of normal trade costs. In practice, the model may not 
fully account for commodity-specific dynamics, contractual arrangements, supply chain 
structures, or short-term market fluctuations. As a result, a portion of the estimated gaps 
may reflect unobserved or omitted factors rather than misinvoicing behavior.

Finally, mirror analysis does not provide information on directionality or intent. The 
methodology identifies differences between reported import and export values but does 
not determine which party is responsible for the discrepancy or whether it arises from 
deliberate misreporting. Observed gaps may reflect over-reporting, under-reporting, or 
a combination of both, and in some cases may be driven by legitimate commercial or 
administrative factors.

Taken together, these limitations underscore the need for careful interpretation. The 
estimates presented in this report provide a robust, policy-relevant indication of the scale 
and distribution of trade-related value discrepancies. While they do not constitute direct 
evidence of illicit activity, they offer a basis for further investigation, risk assessment, and 
targeted policy responses.

Methodological Limitations
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VALUE GAPS BETWEEN DEVELOPING NATIONS AND 
ALL ITS GLOBAL TRADING PARTNERS (2013–2022)7
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8 VALUE GAPS BETWEEN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 
AND ALL GLOBAL TRADING PARTNERS
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