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By Ester Christine Natalia and Ulisari Eslita

Changer
Game

made Tokopedia a $7 billion 
company, plans to grow further 

beyond ecommerce.

P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y  U L L Y  Z U L K A R N A I N  F O R  F O R B E S  I N D O N E S I A

William Tanuwijaya

Businessman of the Year
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 The “e-Conomy SEA 2019” report by Google, 
Temasek Holdings Pte, and Bain & Co lists Indonesia 
as the largest and fastest-growing digital economy in 
Southeast Asia. The report calculates that the country’s 
digital economy size has grown fourfold since 2015 
to $40 billion in 2019, with an average growth of 49% 
annually. By 2025, Indonesia’s digital economy size is 
forecasted to reach $130 billion. It is followed by Viet-
nam, which has become the second fastest-growing 
digital economy, growing 38% annually since 2015 and 
amounting to $12 billion in 2019.

Tokopedia is one of the key players in Indone-
sia’s digital economy. The company is valued at $7 
billion after receiving a $1.1 billion Series G funding 
round led by its existing investors Softbank and Ali-
baba in 2018. The business that started as a modest 
ecommerce site has already expanded beyond a plat-
form for trading goods. William Tanuwijaya, 38, the 
founder and CEO, even claims that the company is no 
longer just an ecommerce company, but an ecosystem 
or a digital city. Besides hosting merchants who sell 
consumer goods, the platform also caters to financial 

needs like bill payment, elec-
tronic money top-up and in-
vestment, entertainment needs 
like hotel booking and vouch-
ers for events or amusement 
parks, as well as logistics needs 
with warehouses for sellers.

Currently, over 6.8 million 
sellers have registered their 
shops on Tokopedia with an-
nualized growth averaging 
150.40%, according to a col-
laborative study conducted 
by Tokopedia and the Univer-
sity of Indonesia’s Institute for 
Economic and Social Research 
(LPEM FEB) in 2018. Of these 
86.5% are new entrepreneurs 
and 94% are ultra micro-en-
terprises. The study found that 
each seller booked on average 
Rp 48 million of sales every 
year. Tokopedia also attracts big 
companies to its platform to of-
fer products and services, Pega-
daian, for example, has been 
offering its gold investment 
product on Tokopedia since 
January 2019.

“The growth has reached 
our expectations. Certainly, 
we will create innovative fea-
tures next year so Tokopedia 
Emas can be the favorite ser-
vice for Tokopedia users who 
are new to low-risk investment 
products like Tabungan Emas 
Pegadaian,” says Herdi Sular-
ko, state-owned pawnshop PT 
Pegadaian’s vice president of 
digital business development 

2009 2010 2011

to name the company 
Kopaja, which is the 
abbreviation from “toko 
apa saja”. 

Actually, 
William wanted

Tokopedia Funding History

RP 1 BILLION 
by PT Indonusa 
Dwitama

UNDISCLOSED 
amount Series A 
funding by East 
Ventures 

$700,000
of Series B funding 
by CyberAgent 
Ventures
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and partnership. The Pegadaian-powered Tokopedia 
Emas product allows customers to buy and sell gold 
at a very affordable price starting Rp 500 (3 US cents). 
Pegadaian says the partnership has helped the com-
pany to grab 1 million new customers. Herdi adds that 
Tokopedia is the first digital marketplace that applies a 
white label concept for the product.

To use the platform, users only need to submit their 
email address and mobile phone number to become 
a seller or buyer in Tokopedia. This easy process has 
resulted in more than 90 million active users monthly 
and gross merchandise value (GMV) of Rp 73 trillion in 
2018. Tokopedia expects the GMV to surge to Rp 222 
trillion in 2019.

While the basic service is free, Tokopedia also of-
fers paid premium membership for sellers. Using To-
pAds membership, sellers can promote their products 
and shops using a cost-per-click system that starts 
from Rp 250 per click. Meanwhile, Power Merchant 

sellers get the privilege to join promotional events 
like cashback and free shipping, as well as gaining 
insights from Tokopedia about market trends and 
competition. Tokopedia takes a 1% service charge for 
every product sold by Power Merchants. The com-
pany also enables international and local brands, 
official distributors, and selected sellers to open an 
Official Store at Tokopedia. Tokopedia charges up to 
15% commission for every sold product by an Official 
Store, and in return, it gets a dedicated business team 
from Tokopedia and can integrate its shop with the 
platform’s API. Over 3,000 sellers are already regis-
tered as Official Stores in Tokopedia, including Sam-
sung Electronics, P&G, and King Koil.

 William comes from Pematang Siantar, a small city 
in North Sumatra. His late father worked at the local 
cigarette factory. Upon graduating from high school, his 
family sent him to Jakarta to study IT at Bina Nusan-
tara University. Things got tough when his father con-

2012 20162013 20172014 2018

UNDISCLOSED 
amount of Series 
C funding by 
Beenos Partner

UNDISCLOSED
amount of Series D 
funding, led by Softbank 
Ventures Korea

$100 MILLION
of Series E funding, led by SoftBank 
Telecom Corp, Sequoia Capital 
and SoftBank Ventures Korea

$147 MILLION
of Series E funding 
by undisclosed 
investor

$1.1 BILLION
of Series F 
funding by 
Alibaba Group

 $1.1 BILLION
of Series G funding, led 
by SoftBank Vision Fund 
and Alibaba Group

Aceh
Rp 262 Billion

TOKOPEDIA’S IMPACT IN JOBS CREATION AND REGIONAL ECONOMY

Bali
25,699
Rp 822 Billion

SOURCE: LPEM FEB UI

South Sulawesi
7,194

West Nusa 
Tenggara

3,001

East Java
112,488

North Sumatera
21,746
Rp 2,79 Trillion

DKI Jakarta
207,117
Rp 16,42 Trillion

East Kalimantan
Rp 933 Billion

North Sulawesi
Rp 160 Billion

West Java
172,348
Rp 11,36 Trillion

New Jobs
Regional Economy
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tracted cancer in his second year at university. To make 
ends meet, he took a part-time job as an internet cafe 
operator. The work shifts were long and tiring, from 9 
PM to 9 AM, but it also gave him a chance to learn more 
about the internet. Internet access was still relatively 
expensive in the early 2000s.  

“I fell in love with the internet from then on. It was 
a blessing in disguise, although it was also a struggle to 
study in the morning after working all night long,” he 
admits, adding that working the night shift inspired the 
owl logo of the company.

 Later, William noticed that the internet created 
equal opportunities for everyone to improve their life. 
In 2007, he got the idea of starting a website that would 
allow sellers from across the archipelago to sell their 
products online. He invited his college buddy Leonti-
nus Alpha Edison, 38, to create the business, and regis-
tered the domain under the name Tokopedia. Actually, 
William wanted to name the company Kopaja, a port-

manteau of “toko apa 
saja” (literally translat-
ed as “shop selling any-
thing”). Kopaja is also 
easy to remember since 
it is also a popular type 
of public transportation 
in Jakarta. But then it 
was decided to use the 
name Tokopedia, which 
he remembers coming 
to his mind while he 
was in the toilet. 

“I actually disliked 
the name Tokopedia 
because it’s too long. 
We initially used it only 
for a project name and 
because it was free. We 
thought maybe along 
the way we would find a 
better name. We want-
ed to change it on our 
fifth or sixth anniversa-
ry, but we still could not 
find any better name. 
What can I say? It’s a 
serendipity,” William 
chuckles.

 In 2007, William 
and Leon ran Toko-
pedia as their side 
job. Both were work-

ing at content provider company PT Indocom Medi-
atama. William was the IT and business development 
manager, while Leon was the general manager. There 
were already several online shops at the time, but the 
common complaint was about scams: people bought 
things online but never received what they paid for. 
William and Leon wanted to solve the problem, they 
told their boss Victor Fungkong about Tokopedia and 
asked him to invest. However, Victor was not easily 
convinced about the idea. Finally, in early 2009, Vic-
tor decided to invest Rp 1 billion through PT Indonusa 
Dwitama, allowing William and Leon to launch Toko-
pedia on Aug. 17, 2009. The investment bought an 80% 
stake in Tokopedia at the time, with the remainder 
equally owned by William and Leon. Today, Indonusa 
Dwitama remains a Tokopedia shareholder, although 
its ownership has been diluted.

 In its early years, Tokopedia only had four em-
ployees, including William and Leon. On weekends, 

“William couldn’t even converse in English back 
then, so it was a leap of faith for us as an Indonesian 
investor to invest in Indonesian entrepreneur, in the 
country which digital economy is not yet formed.”
Willson Cuaca, cofounder and managing partner of East Ventures
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William Tanuwijaya & Leontinus Alpha Edison
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William and Leon would take turns to run the site and 
sleep in shifts. To deal with scams, Tokopedia passed 
on payment to the seller only after the buyer received 
the goods. The system worked, and not only could the 
company build customers and traffic, it also attracted 
investors. East Ventures was the first venture capital 

firm to invest money in 
2010. The company now 
has over 4,700 employees. 

 “Ten years ago, In-
donesia had nothing; no 
digital economy and no 
funding ecosystem. But 
William and Leon stood 
out when we met them for 
the first time, the next day 
we sealed the deal. Their 
business model and num-
bers were similar to other 
early-stage startups, but 
their passion and fire were 
different. William couldn’t 
even converse in English 
back then, so it was a leap 
of faith for us as an Indo-
nesian investor to invest 
in Indonesian entrepre-
neurs, in a country where 
a digital economy had 
not yet formed,” Willson 
Cuaca, cofounder and 
managing partner of East 
Ventures, says.

 In a report titled “The 
digital archipelago: How 
online commerce is driv-
ing Indonesia’s economic 
development,” McKinsey 
says the current Indone-
sian ecommerce situation 
is similar to what hap-
pened in China in 2010. 
The report published in 
August 2018 projects the 
ecommerce market to 
grow up to eightfold from 
$8 billion of spending in 
2017 to between $55 and 
$65 billion by 2022. The 
ecommerce penetration 
is also estimated to rise to 
83% in 2022 from 74% in 

2018, while the average individual spending will go up 
from $260 per year in 2018 to $620 annually in 2022. 
McKinsey argues the escalation will happen because 
of improved trust by customers in the online com-
merce ecosystem. Meanwhile, more micro, small, and 
medium enterprises (MSMEs) having an online pres-
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ence will mean a wider variety of products at afford-
able prices and with reliable delivery.

 William’s future vision for Tokopedia is somewhat 
aligned with the report. Instead of eyeing overseas 
markets like other Indonesian unicorns, the company 
aims to expand its services toward rural areas through-
out Indonesia. Currently, Tokopedia’s services already 
reach 97% of areas in the archipelago. William says the 
only obstacle they see is poor internet connection and 
infrastructure for logistics. 

 A part of the company’s strategy to spread its wings 
locally is by tapping mom and pop stores, locally known 
as warung. Currently, there are nearly 2 million warung 
across Indonesia. Tokopedia has developed a mobile 
app called Mitra Tokopedia that allows the stores to 
have direct access to consumer goods companies and 
distributors. Warung owners can get a more competi-
tive price for the products and have them delivered to 
their store. Tokopedia also empowers the warung own-
ers enabling them to be a payment point for their cus-
tomers to pay bills and online purchases.  

The company is also growing beyond organic. In 
June 2019, the company announced that it had acquired 
Bridestory, Indonesian wedding services marketplace, 
that allows integration between both platforms.

 William also says Tokopedia plans to go pub-
lic soon. He claims the company is currently on its 
path to being profitable in 2020. As part of its strat-

egy toward an initial public offering (IPO), Tokope-
dia named former Bank Indonesia (BI) governor Agus 
Martowardojo as its president commissioner in early 
2019. The company is reported to have received as 
much as $1.5 billion in final private funding before a 
dual stock market listing. The company is considering 
listing its shares on the Indonesia Stock Exchange and 
another exchange abroad. 

“Our first 10-year vision is to be a technology com-
pany that helps anyone who wants to be an ecom-
merce company. In the next 10 years, we want to be a 
technology company that can help anyone who wants 
to be a technology company,” William says. “So, all 
professions and businesses in Indonesia will be a tech-
nology company by having Tokopedia as their partner. 
That’s our future vision.” 

Shailendra Singh, managing director of Sequoia 
Capital India, says he is positive about the IPO plan 
as the company has expanded its GMV approximately 
100 times within the past five years and attained a sol-
id triple-digit million-dollar revenue run rate. Sequoia 
India has been a shareholder in Tokopedia for over 
five years since late 2014. 

“We are confident it will get to break-even and 
profits and be an IPO candidate in the next few years. 
We are very grateful to get a chance to participate in 
creating what is a very important company for Indo-
nesia,” he says. F  

TOKOPEDIA’S USERS AND SELLERS TRACTION

SOURCE: LPEM FEB UI

More than

5 Million
Sellers

94% of the sellers are 
ultra-micro entrepreneurs
(with sales below Rp 100 
million annually)

Each seller booked on 
overage Rp 48 million 
sales annually

More than

90 Million
Acrive Users (monthly)

Transaction in Tokopedia are 
done in 97% sub-districts in 

Indonesia

97%
Tokopedia sellers are 

located in 96% cities in 
Indonesia

96%


