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This article is part of a set of background articles explaining in some detail how statistics producers, such
as national or international statistical institutes, may build a coherent system of national accounts (SNA) ,
especially in developing countries. The articles are based on the official Eurostat handbook Essential SNA -
Building the basics and they focus particularly on the early stages of the implementation.

The National strategies for the development of statistics (NSDS) and the main phases of their elaboration
are presented in the first section of this article. In the second section, the national accounts implementation
strategy and the main actions undertaken to achieve it are presented.

National strategies for the development of statistics (NSDS)

Figure 1: What is Paris 21? - Source: Paris 21

Statistics are important since they are used to support policy-making aimed at economic growth, the allocation
of resources, monitoring national progress and making government activities more transparent.
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Figure 2: Summary table of NSDS status for the International Development Association (IDA)
countries (situation at October 2012) - Source: Paris 21, Oct 2012

In many developing countries, the statistical system is fragile and under increasing pressure, mainly due to
growing requests from national and international users and the limited technical and human resources available,
often devaluing the reliability and integrity of the data provided. Furthermore, as part of government adminis-
tration, the national statistical office has to work on tight budgets while still ensuring efficiency and productivity.

A crucial condition for ensuring that statistical activities are managed efficiently under these circumstances
is to have a clear picture of further development and integrate this into strategic planning.

A number of initiatives and systems that promote best statistical practices and serve as a framework for
strategic planning have been developed over the past few years by international organisations. They are meant
to help countries to build a realistic statistical strategy. Among these, it is important to highlight the following
examples.

• Fundamental principles of official statistics , adopted by the United Nations Statistical Commission, setting
out guidelines on the fundamental values and principles to be followed for producing useful, high-quality
statistics deemed reliable by data users.

• Drafting and promoting by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) of the Data quality assessment frame-
work (DQAF) , which provides a more detailed structure for assessing the quality of statistics, from the
institutional framework to the dissemination of data .

• The PARIS21 Statistical capacity building indicators (SCBI) , based on the DQAF, help countries to
identify strengths and weaknesses in their national statistical systems and facilitate communication and
coordination among development partners by providing common yardsticks for countries’ statistical ca-
pacity needs (see Figure 3).

• Other international, regional, and sectoral frameworks contribute to the building capacity and output
of the National statistical system (NSS), including the Multi-annual integrated statistical programme
(MISP) developed by the statistical office of the European Union , Eurostat, in cooperation with Eastern
European countries and members of the Commonwealth of Independent States.
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Figure 3: Tools offered by PARIS21 to prepare an NSDS - Source: Paris 21

Elaborating an NSDS

The National strategies for the development of statistics (NSDS) approach has been adopted as a new bench-
mark for planning the strengthening of statistical capacity in response to evolving user needs and priorities.
An NSDS is expected to provide a country with a strategy for strengthening its statistical capacity across the
entire national statistical system (including national accounts). The NSDS provides a vision for where the NSS
should be in five years and sets milestones for getting there, offering a comprehensive and unified framework
for user needs and statistical capacity assessment and for priorities decision.

Except for the few countries that are not in the midst of an NSDS process (most of them being countries
in special situations, such as fragile states or small island economies), the main concern countries have for
the immediate future is how to implement an NSDS, through a continuous, flexible and well-managed strategic
planning process that will both build statistical capacity and generate the data needed to support their progress.

Before putting in place an NSDS, an analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of the national statistical system
has to be carried out. The analysis is focused on:

• institutional framework and decision-making processes regarding official statistics (including producer
coordination instruments and confidentiality protection);

• statistical infrastructure (dissemination, networks with users and respondents, statistical registers, ana-
lytical capacity, etc.);

• capacity to carry out household and business surveys such as regular data collection;

• access to administrative data;

• capacity to integrate different data sources (e.g. for national accounts or the Millennium development
goals indicators);

• staff and their skill level;

• capacity to develop IT tools for statistics;

• capacity to participate in international activities and to integrate activities funded by international donors
into national programmes;
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• user confidence in the integrity of the national statistical office (NSO) (and in other producers), and in
the quality of the results produced.

The main phases for the drafting of the NSDS are the following.

1. Phase I: Launching the process (NSDS Design road map)
This first phase is crucial for the drafting of the NSDS. In some countries, the decision to implement the
NSDS has to be taken formally by the government, for example, through a decision of the cabinet or
the minister with responsibility for statistics. Once the decision has been taken, the agencies leading the
preparation of the NSDS will have to draw up a programme, or road map, that will set out in detail what
needs to be done, by whom, and when and how it will be financed.

2. Phase II: Assessment of the current status of the National statistical system
Once the legal framework has been set, several domains of the NSS have to be assessed. The main
areas to be analysed are: user needs, the legal and institutional framework, cooperation, coordination
arrangements, existing gaps (methodological or in data quality) in statistical data compilation and finally
the statistical capacity to implement new activities.

3. Phase III: Developing the vision and identifying strategic options
Based on the statistical assessment, the desired results are agreed and priorities set out.

4. Phase IV: Preparing the implementation plan
This phase defines the resources to be allocated for the implementation and the main actions that will be
undertaken by the statistical office.

5. Phase V: Implementation, monitoring and evaluation
The most important consideration is that the NSDS be seen as a continuously evolving process. To be
effective, the statistical system must remain flexible and respond to new demands for data and changing
environments. Mechanisms for monitoring and evaluating progress, reviewing the strategy and making
modifications (if needed) must be developed to ensure the success of the NSDS over time.

Advocacy for statistics

The success of an NSDS in developing countries is influenced by the advocacy work of managers of the statistical
offices.

A well-designed, well implemented and well-financed NSDS will lead to better use of statistics, better decision-
making and better development outcomes. NSDS is a great opportunity for statistical advocacy, in particular
at its design stage. It is during this phase that very important questions (ownership, actors involved, political
support, technical and financial assistance) arise and that need for advocacy action is at its highest. The level
of engagement of political leaders will vary upon the political set-up and decision-making process. However, the
sooner the political leaders are involved in the process, the better.

The statistical advocacy is a means of convincing policymakers, media, civil society, and representatives of
multilateral and bilateral agencies of the importance of statistics in the wider context of development and, in
particular, of the necessity for developing countries to have a NSDS as tool for improving NSS.

The main steps to elaborate the advocacy strategies for statistics are detailed below.

1. Deciding the goals for which the advocacy is needed
There could be a number of changes and improvements needed in the statistical office, but the approach
will be most effective if it focuses on a few (maybe five or six) of the most desirable for the implementation
of the NSDS. These outputs represent the basis for the advocacy strategy.
Some examples of possible goals are:

• elaborate an NSDS;

• implement the action plan developed in the frame of NSDS;

• obtain funds for the development of social statistics as presented in the NSDS;

• produce good quality, timely statistics across NSS;

• develop skills and capacity of staff across NSS;

• develop NSS work plans and financing strategy;

• improve uses of statistics, etc.
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2. Identifying the social, political, economic and institutional factors to achieve the goals pro-
posed
The analysis of the current situation in the statistical office and in the country offers the possibility to
identify the positive and negative factors that may have an impact on reaching the objectives. Figure 4
presents some possible factors.

3. Identifying the organisations and individuals (internal and external) that can help the change
or the improvement
In many cases, putting in place of the desired changes or improvements requires additional staff or funds.
The NSO can apply directly to the Minister of Finance and donors to obtain additional funds and/or
indirectly through the media and civil society groups interested in statistical improvement.

4. Deciding the messages for the organisations’ and individuals’ sensitisation
The type of organisation to which the request for funds is being made influences the content of the messages
that the NSO should elaborate and transmit. There are a wide variety of messages that could be put
across - Figure 5 presents a selection of them.

5. Defining the ways to deliver the messages
The best ways of getting these messages across to their audiences are decided by taking into account the
particular profile of each audience and the ways in which they can support the objectives of the statistical
office. Possibilities for the best approaches in each case are displayed in Figure 6.

Figure 4: Factors impacting the proposed objectives - Source: Advocating for the National
Strategy for the Development of Statistics, Paris 21, OECD, May 2010

Figure 5: Messages for SNA advocacy - Source: Advocating for the National Strategy for the
Development of Statistics, Paris 21, OECD, May 2010

Building the System of National Accounts - strategy 5



Figure 6: Ways to transmit the messages - Source: Advocating for the National Strategy for the
Development of Statistics], Paris 21, OECD, May 2010

The strategic approach provides a way of thinking and acting which is useful for the managers when developing
the statistics advocacy necessary to elaborate and implement a successful NSDS.

Within the NSDS, the implementation or the development of national accounts represents the core objec-
tive. As part of the general strategy, the SNA strategy is based on existing conditions; however, it has a decisive
impact on the development of the entire statistical system. Its main role within the SNA is to serve as the
coordinating framework for statistics because:

• it ensures consistency of definitions and classifications used in different fields of statistics;

• the methodological demands of national accounts require statistics to be developed (for example, in re-
sponse to the need for estimating the growth rate of the economy based on GDP at constant prices, a
price system is implemented and developed in the statistical system);

• it provides an accounting framework and ensures the numerical consistency of data from different sources
(statistical and administrative); thus errors in the statistical indicator calculations can be detected;

• requests to harmonise the SNA will determine the nature of the revisions and improvements made to all
related statistical systems, such as financial statistics or balance of payments statistics .
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The 2008 SNA implementation strategy

Figure 7: The SNA implementation strategy

The 2008 System of National Accounts serves as the general conceptual framework for the compilation of national
accounts. The ways of implementing the system vary greatly and depend on the general strategy adopted for
the statistical system. A strategy for implementing the SNA comprises the following phases (presented in Figure
7):

1. Phase A: Aims and objectives

2. Phase B: Organisation

3. Phase C: Compilation

4. Phase D: Dissemination.

Phase A: Aims and objectives

The first stage of the strategy entails the definition of the aims and objectives for implementing the 2008
SNA. The general aim is the implementation of SNA while the objectives refer to the specific results to be
achieved during a defined period (3-5 years).

The decision about which objectives a country wants to achieve should be based on an in-depth analysis of
the local situation. It is helpful to present some important factors to be taken into consideration when deciding
which objectives to achieve:

• the country’s statistical capacity for providing the data sources required for compiling national accounts;

• the human resources (number and level of knowledge) capable of implementing and developing national
accounts;

• the possibility of using financial data (i.e. business accounts) from the formal sector and the ability to
translate this information into national accounts indicators by activity or institutional sector;

• the structure of the economy, especially the extent of the informal sector and the ability to cover it with
existing data sources.

Generally, implementation of SNA starts with the compilation of GDP by production and expenditure, because
some of the data sources needed exist in almost all countries, and the result, the GDP, represents the most
important national accounts indicator.
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The decision on whether to implement the SNA is based on the following considerations.

• Availability of data sources supporting its implementation. The first estimates of national accounts in-
dicators will refer to a period in the past for which data has to be taken as it is, because the sources
cannot be improved or new ones introduced. Only after 2-3 years, when the needs for national accounts
have been clarified, based on the experience obtained, can improvements to data sources be made. Data
sources and users’ needs will also determine the breakdown of national accounts indicators by industry,
institutional sectors, or by geographical region.

• Institutional capacity of the unit in charge of implementing the SNA.

• Needs of national and international users for national accounts indicators.

For many countries, full implementation of the SNA is not feasible due to the unavailability of some (or many)
of the elements just described. Furthermore, implementation of the SNA involves the data collection and pro-
cessing , which may not coincide with a country’s policy priorities at a given moment. For all of these reasons,
countries implementing the SNA for the first time will have to decide what targets they want to achieve; to
facilitate this task, they can refer to the six ’milestones’ adopted by the UN Statistical Commission (see Figure
8).

Figure 8: Milestones for national accounts implementation

The milestones represent the six phases for full implementation of the SNA. A country has reached a particular
milestone when it is able to produce a combination of key tables, defined for each milestone. The specific results
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of SNA implementation reflect the country’s ability to produce national accounts data. Three data sets have
been developed to assess the scope of national accounts implementation according to the 1993 SNA . The first
set is a defined benchmark called the minimum requirement data set (MRDS). The MRDS is a set of annual
accounts that essentially groups together the accounts recommended in milestones 1 and 2. The second set
is the recommended data set, which are annual accounts ’recommended’ for compilation by all countries plus
some ’recommended’ quarterly accounts; these are recommended because of their importance in assessing de-
velopments of an economy. The third data set is the desired data set, which comprises useful data that should
be compiled if possible. In addition, the recommended data set and the desirable data set facilitate scope
assessments beyond the threshold of the benchmark.

The data sets of the scope and compliance measures used for the 1993 SNA have also been developed to
assess the scope and compliance for the 2008 SNA. However, the need for more timely information to facilitate
appropriate policy responses highlights the importance of also including the compilation of quarterly national
accounts, which require some adjustments to the scope measure as reflected by the required data set measure.

The MRDS defined for the 2008 SNA implementation take into account the present requirements of the users
by including quarterly accounts for the nominal and volume measure of GDP by industry or by expenditure
components and the quarterly compilation of the integrated accounts and net lending for the total economy
and the rest of the world. The MRDS also include the compilation of annual institutional sector accounts and
net lending for the corporate, government, households and non-profit institutions serving households sectors;
the quarterly compilation of these sectors is recommended. The data sets to assess the scope of the 2008 SNA
implementation MRDS are presented in Figure 9.
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Figure 9: Scope of the implementation of 2008 System of National Accounts, Data sets - Source:
Report of the Intersecretariat Working Group on National Accounts (ISWGNA) to the forty
second session (2011) of the United Nations Statistical Commission

Implementation of the 2008 SNA has different objectives depending on the milestone that a country wants
to achieve. The following list presents possible objectives for a country that is starting to compile national
accounts.

1. Estimating gross domestic product (GDP) by expenditure and production approaches, by industry, pro-
ducing main results of:

• the value in current and constant prices of the gross domestic product (GDP) and its elements, as
estimated by production and expenditure;

• production, intermediate consumption and gross value added (GVA) by industry.
This objective corresponds to milestone 1 and allows the country to meet part of the MRDS (Tables
1.1, 1.2, 2.1, 2.2 and 2.3) (see Figure 9).

2. Estimating the rest of the world accounts, which means fulfilling Table T4.2.

3. Estimating gross national income (GNI) and other primary indicators such as: compensation of employees,
mixed income, taxes on production.

4. Employment by industry.
These objectives (2, 3 and 4) correspond to milestone 2 and enable the country to achieve the bulk of the
minimum requirement data set.
Further development of national accounts involves new objectives.

5. Estimating supply and uses tables (SUTs) and production account and generation of income account by
institutional sector.
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6. Estimating the full sequence of accounts for institutional sectors; estimating accounts for the rest of the
world.

7. Estimating the financial accounts for institutional sectors.

8. Estimating balance sheets.

The objectives presented are in order of increasing complexity: the first requires the least amount of data,
incorporating a small number of identities (total GDP by production is equal to GDP by expenditure; GDP by
production and expenditure is equal to GDP by income) and revealing a limited number of statistical discrep-
ancies (if any) (by way of example, the difference between the value of GDP by production and by expenditure).
The more complex the objectives become, the more data is required to compile them. But, complex objectives
give a realistic description of the socio-economic structure and development of a country, and they are more
suitable for policy and analytical purposes. In particular, they differ in their ability to integrate production
analyses with income, financial, fiscal and monetary as well as with social and environmental analyses and
policies based thereon.

The decision about which objectives a country wants to achieve should be based on an in-depth analysis of
the local situation. It is helpful to present some important factors to be taken into consideration when deciding
which objectives to achieve:

• the country’s statistical capacity for providing the data sources required for compiling national accounts;

• the human resources (number and level of knowledge) capable of implementing and developing national
accounts;

• the possibility of using financial data (i.e. business accounts) from the formal sector and the ability to
translate this information into national accounts indicators by activity or institutional sector;

• the structure of the economy, especially the extent of the informal sector and the ability to cover it with
existing data sources.

Generally, implementation of SNA starts with the compilation of GDP by production and expenditure, because
some of the data sources needed exist in almost all countries, and the result, the GDP, represents the most
important national accounts indicator.

Phase B: Organisation

Building national accounts for the first time is a demanding task that requires important and constant resources.

The national accounts implementation strategy should not only take into consideration institutional condi-
tions, but also the capacity to provide the financial and human resources as explained below.

Institutional context

The strategy for implementing national accounts is mainly based on a country’s political will. Consequently a
guarantee of long-term support from the government is essential.

After the legal groundwork has been laid, it is necessary to establish which institution will be in charge of
implementing and developing national accounts. There are countries where national accounts are compiled by
the national statistical office, others by the Central Bank or by other administrative agencies.

The situation in each country and its institutional history are decisive for entrusting an institution with the
responsibility of implementing national accounts. In a large percentage of countries, the national accounts are
the responsibility of the national statistical office. The main explanation for this is its proximity to the statistical
data sources and the coordinating role generally assigned to the statistical office, by statistical legislation.

Organisational aspects
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Regardless of which institution is in charge of compiling national accounts, the crucial issue is the organisation
of the activity. It is obvious that such a task requires that the entire national accounts process be properly or-
ganised, starting with data gathering, data analysis, translation to national accounts concepts and compilation
of the main indicators.

’Efficient’ organisation for ensuring the right conditions for SNA implementation refers to:

• the organisation of the national accounts department and deciding the main tasks to be performed for
the compilation of national accounts that the statistical office and other administrative institutions are
involved in (for example, the preparation of government accounts by the Ministry of Finance or the
financial accounts drawn up by the Central Bank);

• mobilising and developing human resources;

• organising and establishing cooperation within the statistical office and with other administrative institu-
tions for data collection or exchange.

Organising the national accounts department

In a small statistical office, it may be advisable to place the national accounts at the heart of its economic
statistics. The basic data needed for national accounting are wide ranging, such as the output of different
activities, labour market statistics, household statistics, company business accounts, etc. Implementation of
national accounts requires the following.

• The existence of basic conditions: the Statistical business register , and classifications ;

• The elaborating of important statistics, such as economic statistics, household statistics, prices, etc.;

• The establishment of proper coordination and cooperation between different departments in the statistical
office. Cooperation should be directed not only at ensuring the data sources needed for compiling national
accounts, but also for laying the groundwork for developing statistics in the office. Thus, the national
accounts department may be quite small, relying on the participation of specialists from other departments
where necessary;

• The establishment of cooperation with other administrative institutions in order to access the data required
for compiling national accounts.

Countries in phase zero of implementing the SNA should pay special attention to making sure the department
is organised so as to make efficient use of human resources. The organisation will take into consideration the
main objectives, primarily focusing on reaching the next phase, phase 1, the capacity to compile GDP data by
production and expenditure.

The typical tasks of a national accounts department are listed below.

• Collecting statistical and administrative data sources.

• Translating the statistical and administrative data sources into concepts of national accounts. This task
may be done by the national accounts department in cooperation with other departments of the statistical
office and with experts from other institutions such as the Central Bank (for the financial sector and rest
of the world) and the Ministry of Finance (for government statistics.). It is important to note that very
often the staff of the national accounts department are the most important and knowledgeable users of
statistical and administrative data.

• Elaborating national accounts indicators.

• Preparing publications and other documents for the dissemination of national accounts.

• Making proposals and taking actions to improve data sources and compilation methods to meet SNA
requirements as far as possible.

Implementation of the SNA is quite complex; to ensure efficient and coordinated coverage of methodological
issues, a certain level of specialisation among staff members is necessary.

Staff specialisation is determined by the main tasks of national accounts department. Depending on the objec-
tives set, the tasks may refer to: elaboration of GDP by production and expenditure approaches, at current and
constant prices, compilation of GDP by income approach, elaboration of the SUTs, estimation of institutional
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sectors accounts, etc.

Proper integration of the SUTs and the sector accounts undoubtedly demands a certain level of knowledge
of SNA methodological requirements, compilation practice, economic characteristics, etc. from those in charge.
In this context, national accountants should be very well acquainted with the theoretical and practical problems
involved in the compilation process. Sometimes, a person can combine specialisation in the compilation of a
transaction (for example estimating production and intermediate consumption of public administration with
the estimation of the final consumption of government). For other difficult tasks, such as balancing, recon-
ciliation and final estimation of national accounts indicators, it is advisable to assign experts with experience
and wide-ranging knowledge of methodological requirements and the characteristics of the economy. A list of
possible expert specialisations is shown in Figure 10.

Figure 10: Possible specialisations and staff numbers in a national accounts department

The list is based on the typical tasks of the national accounts department. The number of persons depends
on the objectives set for the implementation and development of the SNA, the capacity of the statistical office
(including staff expertise) and the current situation of a country (population size, capacity of the administrative
units to provide data, etc.).

The organisation of the work inside the national accounts department is based on staff number and tasks
regarded as having an important impact on the results. An example of the work flow is presented in Figure 12.
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Figure 11: National accounts for Malawi - Source: National Accounts Workshop for SADC
countries, 16-19 June 2009, Windhoek, Namibia

Figure 12: Example of a work flow inside the national accounts department

Due to a lack of human and/or financial resources, it is possible that the necessary staff cannot be mobilised in
developing countries wishing to meet the MRDS. Under such conditions, it is important to adapt compilation
of national accounts to available staff. One example is presented in Figure 11.
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Human resources

The compilation of national accounts requires that the staff involved possess special abilities in different do-
mains: statistics, national accounts methodology, economics, etc. For these reasons, the persons in charge
should have the following profile:

• a university education, wherever possible, in economics or statistics;

• work experience in different economic domains;

• ability to understand and apply the SNA methodology;

• good knowledge of economic legislation and economic phenomena in the country;

• good knowledge of the economic and social indicators existing in the statistical and administrative system.

To obtain this high level of professional capability the staff should be permanently trained and supported by
the institution management.

Participation in training programmes organised by international or regional organisations and training sem-
inars and workshops on the organisation and management of national accounts and basic statistics (including
economic, environment and financial statistics) as well as their application for evidence-based policy making is
necessary for building statistical capability in the field of national accounts.

One fundamental principle of official statistics states that ’To retain trust in official statistics, the statisti-
cal agencies need to decide according to strictly professional considerations, including scientific principles and
professional ethics, on the methods and procedures for the collection, processing, storage and presentation of
statistical data’ (see the Fundamental principles of official statistics ).

In line with this principle and the need to develop a system of national accounts, the professional indepen-
dence of national accountants must be ensured. This independence refers to:

• the definition of the system and its adaptation to the country;

• the methods used for estimating national accounts;

• access to information, especially when it is protected (fiscal sources, defence information, etc.);

• the treatment and measurement of ’special’ aspects of the economy, such as illegal activity (illegal labour,
drug production, etc.) that are in fact the weak points of political power;

• responsibility for the main indicators, such as GDP, economic growth rate or revenue distribution, espe-
cially when the values are different from government forecasts or expectations.

Organising data collection

Once the SNA implementation strategy objective has been set and the national accounts department organised,
the next step is to establish formal relationships for ensuring availability of the data required for compiling
national accounts. Data collection for national accounts requires internal and external cooperation with the
statistical office.

Statistical data sources are usually provided by different departments within the statistical office (responsi-
ble for industrial statistics, foreign trade, agriculture, demographics, education, health, prices, etc.) or even by
other institutions. An efficient flow of information from them to the national accounts department has a decisive
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impact on the quality and timeliness of national accounts estimations. On the other hand, the methodological re-
quests for the compilation of national accounts are the starting point for developing the overall statistical system.

Collection from administrative data sources depends on the capacity of the statistical office and its relations with
other institutions: data may be collected by a different department (if resources allow for a special department)
or by national accountants themselves (it being for them an additional task to their usual workload). Special
formal relations based on agreements, protocols or memorandums with administrative institutions ensure access
to their data. Even in the event of statistical legislation explicitly stipulating that the statistical office must
have access to administrative data, it is necessary to have protocols or memorandums that establish the specific
conditions under which data may be collected.

For example, the Ministry of Finance, is one of the most important providers of administrative data, and
it can supply data on VAT (monthly, for each economic agent, by main activity, etc.), on capital gains tax,
income tax, business account data, income and expenditure of local and central government, etc. Thus it is of
the utmost importance that the statistical office should agree a cooperation protocol outlining, in principle:

• the data to be delivered

• the level of detail of the data (individual, aggregated, by region, etc.) and the frequency (monthly, yearly,
etc.)

• the data collection method (access to data base, electronic format, paper, etc.).

In this kind of cooperation protocol not only should administrative data be included, but also delivery of sta-
tistical indicators by the statistical office. It may be possible that the Ministry of Finance is also interested in
having detailed statistical information (such as, for example, household expenditure in order to formulate its
policy on subsidies). Thus, the protocol would include data exchange between the two institutions.

Figure 13: General structure of a cooperation protocol

Cooperation is important for the statistical office because it allows access to administrative data and at the
same time strengthens its position in the economy as the main provider of economic and social indicators.

Phase C: Compilation

The compilation process should take into account resources (e.g. resources for compiling good economic and
social statistics, price statistics, for maintaining a reliable business register or for compiling national accounts),
policy (continuity and stability in the compilation process, priorities for some parts of national accounts, profes-
sional independence), professional skills of the staff (e.g. skills in analysing data and making plausible economic

Building the System of National Accounts - strategy 16

/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Glossary:Timeliness
/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Glossary:Value_added_tax_(VAT)


assumptions) and access to statistical and administrative data sources. The compilation process is based on
three elements.

• Accounting identities , which means exploiting as far as possible the multitude of accounting identities
existing in the system, such as: supply is equal to demand (both at current and constant prices); paid
taxes should be equal to received taxes, etc. Accounting identities ensure consistency and can act as a
plausibility check and permit residual estimates.

• Assumptions , essential for combining and completing the basic data set. Many types of assumptions are
used, such as: fixed ratios, transition schemes, specific conventions, expert opinions, historical trends and
ratios, analogies, etc. Plausible assumptions can remedy to a great extent the absence of data and are
preferable to implausible data.

• Plausibility checks , which are very important for the reliability of national accounts statistics. Types of
plausibility checks are:

– comparison of different data sources and different estimates;

– investigation of all ’abnormal’ developments and ratios (numerical, conceptual, institutional, eco-
nomic) by seeking a plausible explanation.

The national accounts compilation strategy is based on:

• definition and organisation of the different phases;

• development of the necessary IT tools.

Definition and organisation of the different phases

The compilation process has its own scope, detail, methods used and working methods, reflected in the design
of the phases to be followed. Briefly, the main phases are:

1. Designing the central framework

2. identifying data sources

3. collecting data

4. translating data into national accounts concepts

5. elaborating estimates

6. data revision.

The schematic presentation of the decisional tree to establish the compilation routine for national accounts
shown in Figure 14 helps to address the definition and organisation of general compilation phases.
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Figure 14: Workflow of national accounts compilation

Designing the central framework

The central framework for compiling national accounts refers to the determination of the four classifications
used in the system:

• product detail

• economic activities

• transactions, other flows and stocks

• sectorisation of the economy.

Classification details are based on the strategy aims, objectives set and the country’s current situation. The
central framework is established according to the development level of the statistical system (including the hu-
man resources capability) and the specific needs of the country. The availability of statistical and administrative
data reduces or increases the detail of the classifications adopted.

One important activity in this phase is the identification of the key sectors of the economy. If in a coun-
try, agriculture, the oil industry or tourism is the main activity, it should be reflected in detail in the estimates
made and in the breakdown by industry or institutional sector.

Identifying data sources

The data sources used for compiling national accounts may be specific statistics (statistics on producer sales and
production costs, on investment, on employment, wages and salaries, on household expenditures, on consumer
prices, on producer prices and interest rates, on imports and exports, etc.) or administrative records (govern-
ment revenue and expenditure, financial statements of non-financial and financial units, balance of payments,
etc.).

In order to identify available information, the existing data sources have to be analysed with respect to national
accounts requirements. If the data sources identified are useful for the implementation objectives of the national
accounts, the process of collecting data can start.

Data sources may not include all the information needed for implementing the national accounts strategy.
For example, statistical information concerning construction and investments may not be available. In this
case, depending on the type of information required and the objectives established, two options exist:
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• to carry out a rough estimate of the national accounts indicators using poor data sources and indirect
information; or

• to halt implementation of SNA until the necessary data sources become available.

It is recommended that countries in phase zero of the SNA implementation define their future actions based on
the following.

• Start estimating GDP by production and expenditure (corresponding to the requirements of phase 1),
even if the lack of information may affect the quality of the initial results.

• Ensure at the same time that the necessary data sources are developed. To do so national accountants
must propose and promote:

– improvement of the existing statistical data sources to obtain the required information;
– implementation of new statistical surveys that will provide the missing information;
– development of collaboration with administrative institutions to improve or develop their data sources.

In the process of compiling national accounts, qualitative information is also relevant. For example, articles in
newspapers or specialised magazines may provide qualitative information on developments in the economy (e.g.
sales of furniture or software) or specific events (e.g. a large direct investment project or the reorganisation of a
national insurance system). This information can be used to complete existing data and to check the consistency
of different data.

Collecting data

Data collection requires structured and organised activity, which directly affects the quality of estimates. The
main activities that should be organised and carried out are:

• agreements on data delivery: what data will be delivered, in what detail and with what frequency, when
and in what format, etc.;

• checks on the data delivered: timeliness, detail and completeness ;

• data storage in automated systems (spreadsheets or databases) for compiling national accounts;

• searches for other relevant quantitative and qualitative information, e.g. by reading specialised journals,
newspaper articles and annual reports of various large companies, organisations, foundations, or by asking
corporations, institutions and experts directly.

As part of the compilation strategy, an efficient circuit of data collection internal and external to the statistical
office must be established. The main steps in this process are:

• decide what data is to be used for compiling national accounts;

• decide the level of detail of this data;

• how the data will be delivered to the national accounts department: on paper, in electronic format (CD-
ROM, by email, etc.) or direct access to the databases of other departments;

• establish the deadline for receiving data.

It is very important for national accountants to respect their own dissemination calendar. For this reason,
some of the statistical and administrative data may be provided to national accounts department before being
published. It is the case, for example (as statistical source), of the Structural Business Survey: after validating
data and achieving final results, the detailed information (with the agreed content and format) may be sent to
the national accounts department to be included in the compilation process. At the same time, the department
in charge of the Structural Business Survey carries on with the task of disseminating the results of the survey.

Good cooperation between different departments of the statistical office and administrative institutions on
the one hand, and the national account department, on the other, will ensure the right conditions for imple-
mentation of the SNA.
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Translating data into the concepts of national accounts

Statistical and administrative data sources, in the majority of cases, are not consistent with national accounts
concepts. Statistical indicators generally convert administrative information into indicators with content not
very different from that used in national accounts. However a major difference between economic statistical
indicators and national accounts is often product breakdown. Figure 15 provides an example.

Figure 15: Conversion tables from COICOP to ISIC – an example - Source: Correspondence of
tables of classification, United Nations

For the most part, translating administrative concepts to national accounts concepts is to be performed by
national accountants themselves. This applies especially to business accounts, VAT data, personal income tax
data, financial statements of financial institutions, revenues and expenditures of general government, and BoP
indicators, to name a few. This translation is based on a system of bridge tables at macro-economic levels, and
specific adjustments called the intermediate system.

Elaborating estimates

The important phase of the compilation process is estimating national accounts indicators. Several activities
are carried out during this complex phase.

• Checking data sources, with respect to:

– the evolution of the variables over time;

– consistency of the values and trends of the ratios between different variables in a single data source;

– plausibility of values and volumes;

– conceptual differences with national accounts indicators;

– weightings used for grossing up survey results.

• Elaboration of the first estimates of national accounts indicators. If the chosen target is to reach the first
milestone (see Figure 8), estimates will focus on GDP and its components at current and constant prices.
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• Inclusion of additional or more complete data and second estimate of indicators. Assumptions play an
important role at this stage: they are used to fill gaps and imperfections in the basic data set according
to the analysis of economic relationships.

• Balancing procedures and reconciling data to identify data deficiencies and assist in making the appropriate
adjustments to ensure consistency of results. Balancing involves checking the economic consistency of the
estimates. This depends on the available accounting framework and national accountants’ experience and
ability to perform plausibility checks in combination with timeliness for data dissemination.

• Elaboration of the final estimates of national accounts indicators.

If statistical discrepancies have been identified during the balancing process and their causes determined, adjust-
ments can be made to the intermediate data or estimation methods. The adjusted data will then be integrated
again, leading to a revised set of statistical discrepancies. This data will then be reconciled and reintegrated
and so on until all the discrepancies are eliminated. The core of balancing and reconciling data will always
depend on the availability and quality of information used and the expertise of the accounting team.

Data revision

In the process of compiling national accounts three important revisions can be made: 1. routine revisions, 2.
benchmark revisions and 3. methodological revisions.

1. Routine revisions (or current revisions) encompass all changes in national accounts estimates for a partic-
ular period from the first to the final estimate. These revisions are in principle based on the availability of
new information from data sources used to achieve full comparability in volume and prices changes with
the previous year and for all indicators.

2. Benchmark revisions (or major regular revisions) are revisions of data sources or methods used for esti-
mation of national accounts indicators. These can affect GDP and can cause discontinuity in time series.
It is recommended that, as standard practice, benchmark revisions be carried out every five years.

3. Methodological revisions (or major occasional revisions) are normally due to changes in principles of
national accounting.

These revisions have several implications for the dissemination of national accounts data as detailed explana-
tions about major changes have to be presented with the data. An example is presented in Figure 16.

Figure 16: Example of the methodological revisions impact on GDP - Source: Gross National
Income Inventory, Statistical Office of the Republic of Slovenia, 2008

Conclusions

Implementing and developing the compilation of national accounts should take into consideration the following
ideas.
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• It is not a strict chronological sequence of given steps. In practice, the steps are intertwined, interact
strongly, can occur in somewhat different chronological sequences and have recursive loops.

• The compilation process is adapted and adjusted according to data sources, new economic, social and/or
political conditions existing in a country and new international requirements in the field of statistics.

Developing IT tools for compiling national accounts

The computer systems used in the framework for compiling national accounts should be flexible and able to
cope with the following tasks.

• Store detailed data used for compiling national accounts, relating to groups of economic agents, i.e.
industries and sectors in electronic worksheets in their original format.

• Use the worksheets to convert the intermediate data obtained from different sources (censuses, surveys,
administrative data sources, and intermediate statistical data) from their specific format to the format of
the national accounts and record all adjustments made to the data, thus creating a complete compilation
history.

• After conversion to the national accounts format, calculate appropriate national accounts aggregates.
Faithful to the principle of the industry and sector orientation, the information for the total economy
should be obtained only through aggregation of the resident sectors and industries.

• Check data compatibility across industries and sectors by identifying statistical discrepancies in national
accounts identities.

• Provide helpful tools for the final data reconciliation process, e.g. by including data links between work-
sheets and the central framework tables, so that the impact of adjustments to the data in the worksheets is
reflected immediately in the central SNA tables, where remaining statistical discrepancies can be checked.

• Generate working tables that are helpful during the reconciliation process, e.g. transaction matrices in
which, for each transaction, other flow or stock, the resources and the uses (or assets and liabilities) of
different sectors may be confronted.

• Store final estimates of national accounts and disseminated versions. This enables national accountants
to set up a systematic analysis of the reliability of published data.

Figure 17: Organisation scheme of IT activity for national accounts compilation

The need for common tools for implementing the SNA worldwide has led to the development of specialised
software in national accounts among international organisations and developed countries. Advanced countries
have developed tailor-made computer systems based on relational database packages such as: Access, Oracle,
SAS, dBase, etc.

There are other known IT tools for compiling national accounts.
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• ERETES (Equilibres ressources emplois, Tableaux entrées-sorties) is a database software developed by
a French consultancy firm at the University of Lyon, in cooperation with the Institut national de la
statistique et des études économiques (INSEE) and Eurostat. This software is installed or being installed
in approximately 27 countries1becoming very popular among developing countries and least developed
countries. The system is offered free of charge to users by the co-owners (Eurostat and the French
Ministry of Foreign Affairs).

• IAS (Integrated Accounts System) is a software program developed by a group associated with the Institute
of Social Studies (ISS) in the Netherlands and used in Caribbean countries like Aruba and the Netherlands
Antilles.

• SNAPC (System of National Accounts on a Personal Computer) is the product of Statistics Sweden and
is used in Southern Africa countries and others (e.g.: Belize, Namibia, Laos, Lesotho, South Africa,
Zimbabwe, Jamaica and Kenya).

ERETES and IAS include three elements:

• the use of database software (SYBASE, ORACLE and PROGRESS)

• selection of SNA and compilation attributes (transaction categories, sector and industry categories, iden-
tification of current or constant prices, data source, etc.)

• worksheets and tables where data conversion and reconciliation takes place.

Selection of attributes and the design of tables determine how national accounts are compiled. Conditions in
each country, statistical capability and available resources determine the strategic decision of whether to use IT
tools for compiling national accounts.

Phase D: Dissemination

The main objective of compiling the SNA is to provide comprehensive knowledge of an economy and its struc-
ture. The dissemination of national accounts results is an activity as important as the compilation of indicators.
Presenting national accounts indicators to the public, adding an analysis, providing useful economic interpre-
tations and understanding the methodology used are an important part of national accountants’ tasks.

Figure 18: Principles of a statistical dissemination strategy - Source: Dissemination Policy, INE,
Portugal, 2008

1Algeria, Benin, Burkina Faso, Botswana, Brazil, Cameroon, Cape Verde, Central African Republic (RCA), Colombia, Ivory
Coast (RCI), Ecuador, Gabon, Ghana, Guadeloupe, Guiana, Madagascar, Mali, Morocco, Martinique, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria,
Peru, Reunion, Senegal, Togo, Tunisia.
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The main steps involved in defining the dissemination strategy are summarised in the following sections: user
identification, providing quality data that meets users expectation and establishing a calendar for dissemination.

User identification

Five major user categories stand out by area of activity:

• all levels of government

• international agencies

• the private sector

• research institutions

• the public, including the media.

They can be grouped into two categories with respect to the intensity of statistical use:

• general data users : journalists, students, teachers, small businesses who have simple data requirements
but from a great range of information;

• analysis users : government departments, local authorities, researchers, international organisations with
complex data requirements on detailed variables, time series and regional breakdowns.

The demand for national accounts data is different for each category of user. The value of GDP and the
growth rate of the economy is the information most utilised by general users. Policy makers, government,
researchers, international organisations are interested in the details of national accounts indicators, by activity
and institutional sector. To meet these different demands, dissemination of national accounts is made using
different channels.

• Press releases, used in general by the media and the general public with the presentation of the main
national accounts indicators, such as GDP, its main components and growth rate.

• Detailed information on national accounts by industry or institutional sector is usually presented in the
Annual Yearbook of each country. This information can be used by researchers, students or international
organisations.

• A special publication with time series of national accounts indicators, with detailed data, accompanied
by metadata and sometimes by a short economic analysis based on these indicators. This publication is
used for different purposes by government, researchers, academic media or international organisations.

• Electronic dissemination that offers the opportunity to reduce the costs of dissemination and make in-
formation more usable and accessible. However, to move to an environment in which documents are
disseminated in electronic format, a number of challenges would have to be overcome (such as ensuring
that these documents are authentic, permanently maintained, and equally accessible to all individuals).

Providing quality data that meet users expectations

Users expect quality information. If this cannot be provided the user will stop asking for data and try to find it
elsewhere. Quality is normally defined in terms of accuracy , relevance, timeliness, consistency and availability
in no specific order.
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Figure 19: Data Quality Assessment Framework (DQAF) and Reports on Observance of Stan-
dards and Codes - Source: Dissemination Standards Bulletin Board, IMF

The dissemination of national accounts should be integrated into the general statistical dissemination strategy,
having as its main objective to provide data of the expected quality for users. This should take into consideration:

• the details of information disseminated according to target audience;

• presentation of results in a comprehensive structure;

• provision of all necessary methodological explanations, to help users understand national accounts con-
cepts;

• national accounts represent a special overview of the economy and the dissemination of data without
economic analysis and interpretation of the results is not advised, even if this imposes additional work on
national accountants. The analysis will help users not familiar with these indicators to understand better
national accounts and their possibilities to reflect the economic phenomena.

Establishing a calendar for dissemination

For data to be useful, it is widely recognised that it should be available in a reasonable and timely manner.
Such an expectation, especially in the field of national accounts is not easy to fulfil. Compilation is not simply
computer processing: national accounts compilers need very diverse raw data from statistical and administrative
systems available at different periodicity; after data is collected, this information needs to be converted into
national accounts and the consistency of the entire system to be verified. This process has a large impact on
the timeliness of dissemination.
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Figure 20: Example of the dissemination calendar - Source: Gross National Income Inventory,
Statistical Office of the Republic of Slovenia, 2008

As general framework for their dissemination strategy, countries intending to implement the SNA are rec-
ommended to adopt the International Monetary Fund’s ’Special data dissemination standards’ (SDDS) and
’General data dissemination standards’ (GDDS) .

The main purpose of the SDDS, established and promoted by the IMF in 1996 is to monitor the standards
used to guide countries in the dissemination of economic and financial data. Several dimensions are monitored
in the SDDS: a ’data’ dimension (relating to coverage, frequency and timeliness of data), an ’access’ dimension,
an ’integrity’ dimension and a ’quality’ dimension (see Figure 21). The SDDS prescribes that countries dissem-
inate key macroeconomic data covering the real, fiscal, financial, and external sectors.

Figure 21: Dimensions and Elements of the Special Data Dissemination Standard - Source: The
IMF’s Data Dissemination Initiative After 10 Years, IMF 2008

The GDDS followed the SDDS and was developed in 1997 to assist those IMF’s member countries that are not
in a position to subscribe to the SDDS, to develop nevertheless a sound statistical system as the basis for timely
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dissemination of data to the public. The purposes of the GDDS are to encourage member countries:

• to improve data quality;

• to provide a framework for evaluating needs for data improvement and setting priorities in this respect;

• to guide member countries in disseminating comprehensive, timely, accessible, and reliable economic,
financial, and socio-demographic statistics to the public.

Together, these three priority areas constitute a solid basis on which to formulate long-run policies for statistical
development.
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