
Selling courses across borders: the VAT
obligation that starts at sale one 



Distance learning has become one of the most genuinely global
digital businesses. A course creator in London can publish a
programme on Tuesday and have paying students in Mumbai, São
Paulo and Toronto by Thursday. A platform based in Austin can
generate 47 per cent of its revenue from consumers it has never met
and who live in countries it has no physical presence in. That is not a
hypothetical — it is the position Coursera reported in its 2024 annual
filing. 

The commercial story is well understood. The tax story less so. Every
one of those cross-border sales creates an indirect tax obligation in the
consumer's country. In many jurisdictions, the obligation exists from
the first sale. 

The cross-border distance learning market is growing at 20 per cent a
year. For every platform and course creator benefiting from that
growth, there is an indirect tax obligation they may not know exists. 



A market growing faster than its compliance infrastructure

The total global e-learning market sits somewhere between USD 259 billion and
USD 370 billion, covering corporate training, institutional spending and consumer
sales. The segment that matters most for indirect tax purposes is narrower: paid
courses sold by a provider in one country to a consumer in another. That cross-
border consumer segment was worth USD 14.3 billion in 2024, growing at 20% a
year and projected to reach USD 35 billion by 2032 - a materially higher growth rate
than the broader market.
Coursera generated USD 695 million in revenue in 2024, almost half of it from
learners outside the United States. Creator platforms such as Teachable, Kajabi,
Thinkific and Gumroad have made it possible for an individual expert to publish a
course in 150 countries without any institutional support - creating a large and
growing cohort of sellers who have no idea they have acquired VAT obligations in
the EU, the UK and Australia. 

Five forces driving the growth

Mobile-first adoption: In India, Southeast Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa and Latin
America, the smartphone is the primary computing device for hundreds of
millions of potential learners coming online for the first time.
Falling device costs & improving connectivity: Cheaper data and improving
4G/5G coverage are letting platforms generate cross-border revenue at scale in
markets with live indirect tax obligations.
AI translation & localisation: AI-powered translation tools have dramatically
cut the cost of making a course available in 20+ languages, removing a major
barrier to internationalisation.
The creator economy: Individual experts now reach 150 countries directly, with
no institutional support and often no awareness of tax obligations — changing
the supply side permanently.
Individually-funded professional development: The shift from employer-
funded to individually-funded learning means personal-card purchases for CFA
prep, AI skills programmes or certificates are B2C consumer transactions,
regardless of how work-related the subject matter is.
Digital credential recognition: Employers' growing recognition of digital
certificates has made consumers willing to spend USD 500–2,000+ on a single
professional certificate, increasing both transaction value and the tax base.



THREE MARKETS, THREE COMPLIANCE PROFILES

INot all distance learning businesses face the same compliance
picture. The indirect tax risk profile differs sharply across academic,
professional development and personal development course sales.

Academic
 USD 10,000 to 30,000+ per learner
 Recognised qualifications from UK, US and Australian institutions.
Educational VAT/GST exemption applies narrowly and inconsistently. A
revenue-sharing platform is not the university and generally will not
qualify for its exemption.

Professional development
 Around 40% of cross-border revenue
 The largest segment, and the one with the most classification risk.
Without VAT number verification at checkout, every sale, however
work-related, must be treated as B2C.

Personal development
 USD 25 to 150 per course
 The highest-volume segment, dominated by individual creators with
no finance team and no awareness that moving from a marketplace
to a direct-to-consumer store creates a personal VAT obligation. 

"A wellness coach who has built a direct-to-consumer Teachable store
and has 80 EU subscribers has exceeded the Non-Union OSS
threshold and technically owes VAT across all 27 EU member states.
They almost certainly do not know this."



WhatWhat    the tax rules actually requirethe tax rules actually require  

The fundamental principle is destination-based taxation: VAT, GST andThe fundamental principle is destination-based taxation: VAT, GST and
digital services taxes are due where the consumer is located, notdigital services taxes are due where the consumer is located, not
where the seller is based. The seller's own jurisdiction is largelywhere the seller is based. The seller's own jurisdiction is largely
irrelevant.irrelevant.

Jurisdiction table:Jurisdiction table:
EU: 17 to 27%. No de minimis for non-EU sellers. Non-Union OSSEU: 17 to 27%. No de minimis for non-EU sellers. Non-Union OSS
registration required from the first B2C sale. Live courses broughtregistration required from the first B2C sale. Live courses brought
within scope from 1 Jan 2025.within scope from 1 Jan 2025.

UK: 20%. Registration required above GBP 90,000 in rolling 12 months.UK: 20%. Registration required above GBP 90,000 in rolling 12 months.
Live human-delivered courses remain taxed at supplier location, aLive human-delivered courses remain taxed at supplier location, a
divergence from the EU.divergence from the EU.

Australia / NZ / Canada: 10% / 15% / GST+HST. Thresholds of AUD 75,000,Australia / NZ / Canada: 10% / 15% / GST+HST. Thresholds of AUD 75,000,
NZD 60,000 and CAD 30,000. Marketplace facilitator rules apply, butNZD 60,000 and CAD 30,000. Marketplace facilitator rules apply, but
not to direct-to-consumer sellers.not to direct-to-consumer sellers.

United States: State-dependent. No federal digital tax. EconomicUnited States: State-dependent. No federal digital tax. Economic
nexus (Wayfair) typically triggers at USD 100,000 in-state revenue,nexus (Wayfair) typically triggers at USD 100,000 in-state revenue,
assessed state by state.assessed state by state.

India / APAC / Gulf: 5 to 18%. India GST 18%, Japan 10%, South Korea 10%India / APAC / Gulf: 5 to 18%. India GST 18%, Japan 10%, South Korea 10%
(no threshold), UAE 5%, Saudi Arabia 15%, each with its own(no threshold), UAE 5%, Saudi Arabia 15%, each with its own
registration and filing calendar.registration and filing calendar.
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Compliance problems unique to distance learning

Live vs automated classification
Whether a course is an automated electronic service or a human-delivered
educational service changes the place of supply, the rate and which schemes
are available.

Bundled and mixed supplies
Recorded content plus live coaching, or a certificate plus software access,
may each carry a different VAT treatment within a single bundle.

Buyer location evidence
 EU rules require two non-contradictory pieces of location evidence per sale.
Most mobile checkout flows are not built to capture or retain this.

The creator economy registration gap
 Individual creators moving from a marketplace to their own store become
the seller of record from that point on, and rarely know it.

Historical exposure
Years of undeclared VAT across 27 EU member states is a common discovery
for platforms that never registered for OSS. 

What good compliance looks like

What is the correct VAT classification of each product?
 Where are consumers located? Is evidence captured at the point of sale?
 Which jurisdictions require registration, and at what threshold?
 Is OSS registration in place for EU sales from the first transaction?
 Are B2B and B2C customers verified separately at checkout?
 Are platform sales and direct sales tracked separately?
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Tax Desk provides specialist indirect tax compliance solutions for digital
businesses selling across borders. Its entire focus is the indirect tax lifecycle:
registration, return preparation, payment management and audit support across
VAT, GST, US sales tax and jurisdiction-specific reporting obligations.  

For distance learning businesses, that means managing the full range of
obligations that arise from cross-border consumer course sales: 

EU Non-Union OSS registration and quarterly consolidated VAT return filing
across all 27 member states 
UK VAT registration and return preparation for non-UK established sellers 
GST registration and compliance in Australia, New Zealand, Canada and India 
US sales tax nexus assessment and state-level return management across all
50 states 

Tax Desk works with both large platforms managing hundreds of millions in
international revenue and individual creators who have recently crossed their first
registration threshold. The managed service model scales to the client's size and
grows as they do. 

If you are selling courses to consumers outside your home market and are not
certain your indirect tax obligations are being met, speak to the team to
understand your potential compliance obligations. 

 
 
 

Speak to the Tax Desk team today

The information contained herein is of a general nature
and is not intended to address the circumstances of
any particular individual or entity. Although we
endeavour to provide accurate and timely information,
there can be no guarantee that such information is
accurate as of the date it is received or that it will
continue to be accurate in the future. No one should
act on such information without appropriate
professional advice after a thorough examination of
the particular situation.
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