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1 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

Quarterly national accounts are one of the major data sources used to analyse short term economic developments.  They play a key role in the formulation and monitoring of fiscal and monetary policies.  Their public release can have a significant impact on financial markets.  The rapid development of the internet and electronic communications generally has meant that the principal means of dissemination of the quarterly national accounts is now from websites maintained by national statistical agencies.  This report will highlight various characteristics of the press releases available on websites for the quarterly national accounts for the euro area, the United States and Japan.  The objective is to provide information that may be relevant when analysing the quarterly national accounts releases for these major world economies.  The analysis for the euro area will also cover its three largest economies – France, Germany and Italy.  Where appropriate, the discussion will also be broadened to cover the quarterly national accounts for the United Kingdom and Canada, in order to provide comparative information for the G7 countries.

Executive summary

2 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

This paper canvasses a number of issues of interest to economic analysts involved in monitoring developments in the world’s major economies – the euro area, the United States and Japan.

· The first quarterly GDP estimates for the United States are available about 30 days after the end of the quarter, while those for Japan and the euro area are available after 43 days and 45 days, respectively.
· Four press releases on the quarterly national accounts are issued each quarter by Eurostat for the euro area; three by the Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA) for the United States; and two by the Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI) for Japan.

· There are three approaches to measuring GDP, both in concept and in practice – production, expenditure and income.  For the final version of the accounts each quarter (or earlier in some cases), data are presented for all three approaches for the euro area, for the expenditure and income approaches for the United States, and for the expenditure approach for Japan.

· All of the G7 countries publish a single estimate for GDP rather than presenting users with alternative estimates.  Any initial differences between the estimates using various approaches are eliminated by adjusting some components or by explicitly showing statistical discrepancies.
· The quarterly national accounts for the United States include institutional sector accounts, but these are not currently available for the euro area or Japan.  A joint Eurostat/ECB task force is working towards the development of quarterly institutional sector accounts for the euro area, with an implementation date of 2005.

· The quarterly national accounts for the United States provide much more detailed dissections of major aggregates than are available for the euro area or Japan.  The accounts for the United States also include many more memorandum items and analytical ratios derived from national accounts data.

· There is a methodological deficiency with the exports and imports of goods and services components of the expenditure measure of GDP for the euro area.  Analysts should be aware that this deficiency will distort the ratios of exports and imports to GDP and interfere with economic analyses of trade flows, but should not significantly affect the GDP growth rate for the euro area.

· Expected release dates for the quarterly national accounts are announced in advance by all countries included in this study.  Expected release dates have always been met over recent years.

· Similar methods of seasonal adjustment are applied in all countries, although there are differences in how trading-day factors are calculated and how frequently the seasonal factors are recalculated, with some countries adopting concurrent seasonal adjustment and others revising the factors annually.

· Percentage changes from the previous quarter and from the same quarter of the previous year are provided by all countries, although there are two quite different ways of expressing the quarter over previous quarter changes.  The United States, Japan and Canada annualise the quarterly movements and express their seasonally adjusted quarterly data as annual levels.  Japan and Canada also provide quarterly changes according to the standard percentage change formula.

· Contributions to growth tables are provided for the expenditure components of GDP for the euro area, United States, Japan, France and Germany, while only the euro area provides such tables for the industry components of GDP.

· Chain volume measures have been adopted by the United States and Canada in place of the traditional constant price estimates. The United Kingdom plans to introduce chain volume measures in September 2003.  Some euro area countries (France, Netherlands and Portugal) have already introduced annual chain volume measures and all EU countries are required to do so for annual estimates by 2005.  It has not yet been decided how or when chain volume estimates will be introduced for the quarterly accounts.

· Information is not readily available to systematically assess the relative quality of price indexes used by various countries when constructing their national accounts volume estimates.  The BEA has strongly defended its use of hedonic techniques to derive price indexes for goods and services for which there are rapid changes in quality and for which there may also be significant price changes (for example computers and associated goods and services).

· The accuracy of quarterly national accounts cannot be measured directly.  A subjective judgement must be made, taking into account the quality of the source data used to construct the accounts, the integrity of the methods used to compile the accounts, and the consistency of the accounts, both internally and in relation to other economic data.

· Revisions analysis has been used by many countries to assess the extent to which their quarterly national accounts have been revised over past periods, in order to identify possible biases in their compilation systems, and as a guide for users regarding likely future revisions.

· In 2002, significant improvements were made to the compilation methods for the quarterly national accounts for Japan.  However, because the official quarterly series was only revised from 2000:Q1 forward, a discontinuity has been introduced into the series between 1999:Q4 and 2000:Q1.

· Explanatory material available on websites may include special notes about the current quarter’s estimates, advance notice of the scope of forthcoming comprehensive revisions, and detailed manuals on concepts, sources and methods.  The range of such material available varies between countries.

· The euro area countries and Japan have implemented SNA93 in their accounts as far as is currently feasible. The United States has implemented changes to the NIPA to bring them closer to SNA93 concepts in each of its last two comprehensive revisions, and further changes are planned for the next comprehensive revision of the accounts to be released in December 2003.  There are currently a number of differences between the terminology and presentation of the NIPA accounts compared with those for most other countries.  The extent of these differences will be reduced, but certainly not eliminated, in December 2003 when the next comprehensive revision is released.

Timeliness, coverage and the publication cycle

3 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

The usefulness of quarterly national accounts for short term economic analysis depends on their timeliness, accuracy, reliability and the amount of detail that is available concerning the components of gross domestic product (GDP) and the broader system of national accounts.  The quarterly national accounts are usually interpreted in conjunction with other economic data including balance of payments, inflation measures, employment statistics, financial statistics, government finance statistics and a diverse range of other economic indicators, including business expectations surveys.  Consequently, economic analysts need to be aware of any differences in conceptual treatments or classifications that are applied in these closely related economic statistics.  This point is particularly relevant in countries with a decentralised statistical system in which different agencies may be responsible for different parts of the system of national accounts.  For example, in five of the G7 countries the quarterly financial accounts are produced by the Central Bank rather than the national statistical agency (see Table 4).

Timeliness and the publication cycle
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In response to the inevitable trade off between timeliness and accuracy, many countries issue more than one version of their quarterly national accounts each quarter.  The initial estimates for some countries may be referred to as “advance”, “flash” or “preliminary” and typically such estimates are based on partial information and provide much less detail than subsequent versions of the accounts for that quarter.  From the first quarter of 2003 Eurostat introduced flash estimates for GDP for the euro area and the European Union (EU) to provide an earlier indication of economic developments in the euro area and the EU.  The flash estimates for the euro area are released after 45 days and relate only to seasonally adjusted GDP at constant prices, with no revisions being made at that stage to estimates for earlier quarters.  Over time Eurostat plans to expand the range of data items available with the flash estimates and to reduce the time lag to 30 days.

5 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

The methodology used by Eurostat to compile its flash estimates is documented and is available on the Eurostat website
.  The basic approach is to estimate GDP for the euro area indirectly using the national accounts data for member countries where these have been released, or indicator series that are highly correlated to GDP for those countries whose accounts are not yet available for the current quarter.

6 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

Eurostat issues three further versions of the quarterly national accounts for the euro area (referred to as first, second and third estimates)
.  These are progressively based on more complete member country GDP data
.  These releases contain expenditure components of GDP (six high level aggregates), output components of GDP (six broad industry groups), and, for the third estimates only, three income components of GDP (compensation of employees, gross operating surplus plus gross mixed income, and taxes less subsidies on production and imports).  The flash and first estimates contain data in constant prices only, with current price data added for the second and third estimates.  For comparative purposes Eurostat includes data for major trading partners in their quarterly national accounts releases.  “First” estimates include data for the euro area, EU15, United States, Japan and Canada, while the “second” and “third” estimates also show data for individual EU countries.

7 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

One notable shortcoming with the existing methodology used by Eurostat to compile all four versions of the quarterly national accounts for the euro area concerns the estimates for exports and imports of goods and services.  The existing method is simply to add exports and imports for each country, thereby including flows between countries within the euro area that should be netted out when compiling estimates for the euro area as a single entity.  This practice has been adopted because inconsistencies that exist between exports and imports data, when disaggregated by counterpart countries within the euro area, have not yet been resolved.  It has been observed that intra euro area exports exceed intra euro area imports by a considerable margin.  It is believed that imports are understated rather than exports being overstated.  These inconsistencies reflect the more general problem of asymmetries in the current account balances of all countries.  These asymmetries become evident when making bilateral comparisons of balance of payments statistics or when consolidating items at an aggregated geographical level.  This problem is well known in Europe and considerable efforts have being made to investigate and report on the problem.  For example, the following Eurostat/ECB groups have considered the issue: Ad-hoc Committee on Asymmetries, Technical Group on Asymmetries and Technical Group on Travel
.

8 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

There are two aspects to this methodological deficiency.  First, the failure to deduct intra euro area flows and second, the problem of asymmetries themselves.  The failure to net out intra euro area flows impedes the analysis of trade flows for the euro area because the impact of external shocks (such as exchange rate movements between the euro area and other currencies) is masked by the large internal trade flows between euro area member countries.  Ratios of exports and imports to GDP for the euro area are clearly distorted and could not be compared with such ratios for other countries.  The problem of asymmetries relating to the trade flows affects the measure of the trade balance for the euro area.  However, the rate of growth in GDP for the euro area is unlikely to be significantly affected 
.
9 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

Quarterly national accounts for the United States are issued by the Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA).  The initial estimates for the United States are referred to as “advance” estimates and they are both timelier and more detailed than those for the euro area.  The advance estimates of GDP for the United States are released about 30 days after the end of the reference quarter (except for the first quarter when the lag is about 25 days) and do not incorporate any revisions to estimates for previous quarters (except in the second quarter when annual revisions for the three previous years are incorporated).  Some parts of the accounts are compiled using actual source data for only the first two months of the quarter, with the national accounts compilers estimating the data for the third month.  As well as the headline GDP measure, they provide a detailed breakdown of the expenditure components of GDP in current and constant prices, household income (referred to as personal income), household outlays, household saving, and chain price indexes for GDP and major expenditure aggregates.  All quarterly estimates are seasonally adjusted and are converted to annual levels
.  The constant price measures published by BEA are chain volume measures and are expressed both as indexes and as dollar values in terms of 1996 dollars.  The chain volume measures are generally derived using a Fisher formula and are recognised as providing a superior measure of volume changes in GDP and its components than the traditional constant price estimates which are derived using average prices in a chosen base year as weights.

10 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

The second quarterly release for the United States is labelled the “preliminary” and is published about 60 days after the end of the reference quarter.  These estimates are based on data from normal sources for all three months of the quarter.  In all quarters except the fourth quarter, the preliminary also includes preliminary data for corporate profits and balance of payments income flows that were not available for the advance release.  These items are needed to calculate national income, gross national product and gross domestic income
.  The third release for the United States is referred to as the “final” and incorporates revisions to the estimates published in the preliminary.  For the fourth quarter only, the estimates for corporate profits and balance of payments income flows are not included until the final release.

11 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

The three BEA national accounts press releases each quarter contain from 10 to 13 tables.  In addition, BEA maintains a larger standard set of tables (containing 61 tables) referred to as the “Selected NIPA Tables”
 that are updated with each version of the quarterly national accounts.  These tables are available on the day the national accounts press release is issued and include more data series than are shown in the tables accompanying the press release.  They are also included each month in the Survey of Current Business, where a more extensive economic commentary is provided based on the latest national accounts data.  All of these documents and tables are available (free of charge) on the BEA website. 
12 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

Quarterly national accounts for Japan are compiled by the Department of National Accounts, Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI) which is part of the Cabinet Office.  Two versions of the accounts are released each quarter after about 43 days and 70 days, respectively.  They are referred to as the first preliminary and the second preliminary.  Both versions contain estimates for GDP and its expenditure components at a fairly broad level and the corresponding implicit price deflators.  In addition, quarterly data are released after the annual accounts are produced relating to the income components of GDP, the four integrated accounts for the nation, institutional sector accounts for general government and households, household final consumption expenditure by type and purpose, and gross fixed capital formation by type and institutional sector.  These data are mainly in unadjusted terms and are only available several quarters after the reference quarter.  For example, data are currently available up to the first quarter 2002.  They are included with the annual national accounts on the ESRI website.

13 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

Table 1 includes a summary of the time lags associated with the various versions of the accounts for the euro area, its three largest economies (France, Germany and Italy), the United States, Japan, the United Kingdom and Canada, together with the relevant embargo times.  The time ranges used in this table are rather arbitrary but have been selected to indicate early releases (up to 45 days after the end of the reference period), average time lags (46-75 days) and later releases (76-120 days).  Table 1 also indicates the variety of titles given to the various versions of the quarterly accounts by the different countries.  Further details (agency responsible, website address, full titles and actual release dates) for the quarterly national accounts press releases in respect of the first quarter of 2003 are provided in Appendix 1.

Table 1.  Quarterly National Accounts Release Schedules – Usual number of calendar days after the end of the reference quarter and embargo times

	Country
	Versions of the Quarterly National Accounts (publication lag classified according to the number of days after the end of the reference quarter)
	Embargo Time
	Embargo Time CET

	
	1-45 days
	46-75 days
	76-120 days
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Euro area
	Flash estimates

45
	First estimates

65
	Second estimation

100

and

Third release

120
	12.00 CET 
	12.00 

	France
	
	First results

50
	Detailed results

      90(*)      
	08.45 CET
	08.45 

	Germany
	First release

45
	Detailed results

55
	
	06.00 GMT
	07.00

	Italy
	Preliminary

45
	QEA

70
	
	10.00 CET
	10.00

	United States
	Advance

   30(^)
	Preliminary

60
	Final

85
	08.30 EST
	14.30

	Japan
	First preliminary

43
	Second preliminary

70
	
	08.50 JST
	01.50

	United Kingdom
	Preliminary

25
	OIE

55
	QNA

85
	09.30 GMT
	10.30

	Canada
	
	CEA

60
	
	08.30 EST
	14.30


(*)  The lag is longer for the fourth quarter’s estimates at about 120 days.

(^)  The lag is shorter for the first quarter’s estimates at about 25 days.

QEA = Quarterly Economic Accounts

OIE = Output, Income and Expenditure

QNA = Quarterly National Accounts

CEA = Canadian Economic Accounts
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It is now standard practice for most countries to announce the expected release dates for their quarterly national accounts in advance.  This is usually done in two ways - first, by providing a schedule of expected release dates on their website (often for the year ahead); and second, by announcing the release dates for the next one or two issues of the accounts in the current release.  All the countries included in Table 1 follow one or both of these practices and they all consistently meet the advertised release dates.
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The statistical offices in Germany, Italy and the United Kingdom regularly conduct press conferences on the morning that their quarterly national accounts are released, while the United States and Canada hold a lock-up for journalists immediately prior to the official release of their accounts at which departmental officers are available to answer questions (but these are not formal press conferences).

16 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

Of the G7 countries only Canada produces a monthly measure of GDP, based on the production approach.  The monthly GDP estimates for Canada are released with a lag of 60 days and in the third month of each quarter they are issued as part of the main quarterly national accounts release.  For the United States, BEA publishes a monthly household income and outlay account which includes estimates for compensation of employees, personal disposable income
, personal consumption expenditures and personal saving. 
Coverage

Approaches to measuring GDP and level of detail

17 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

GDP may be estimated using one or more of three approaches – production, expenditure, and income.  Which approaches are used by particular countries depend on the availability of source data.  All of the G7 countries now publish GDP as a single estimate rather than presenting users with alternative estimates
.  If one measure is regarded as providing the most reliable estimate for quarterly GDP, it is this measure that is taken as the official estimate.  The difference between this value and the sum of the components using another approach is either recorded explicitly as a statistical discrepancy or one or more of the components of the alternative measure are adjusted so that no difference remains between the various measures.  The aggregates that are most commonly adjusted are changes in inventories (for the expenditure approach) and gross operating surplus (for the income approach).  Alternatively, one of the components of GDP using another approach may be estimated as a balancing item.  France, Germany and Italy derive gross operating surplus plus gross mixed income as a balancing item for the income measure of GDP.  In the United States the difference between the expenditure and income measures is regarded as a statistical discrepancy on the income side.  In Canada quarterly GDP is obtained as the average of the income and expenditure measures with the differences being shown as statistical discrepancies (of equal magnitude but opposite signs).

18 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

For the quarters of the latest two years that have not been balanced to supply and use tables the United Kingdom adopts a mixture of both approaches.  Adjustments are applied to gross operating surplus and inventories to minimise differences from the production measure which is taken as providing the most accurate quarterly measure of GDP, but even after these alignment adjustments have been made some statistical discrepancies remain that are explicitly recorded.

19 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

Table 2 provides a summary of the approaches used to estimate GDP, and an indication of the level of detail provided for the components of GDP in press releases that are freely available in English on the websites of the agencies responsible for compiling the national accounts.  A further indication of the amount of information that is provided in English in the quarterly national accounts press releases on the various websites is given in Appendix 2.
Table 2:  Approaches Used to Estimate GDP and Level of Detail in Press Releases

	Country
	Approaches Used to Estimate GDP

	
	Production
	Expenditure
	Income

	
	GDP or GVA (at bp)
	Number of Industries
	GDP
	Number of Components
	GDP
	Number of Components

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Euro area
	Yes
	  6
	Yes
	6
	Yes
	3

	France
	Yes
	13
	Yes
	    8(*)
	Yes
	3

	Germany
	Yes
	  6
	Yes
	8
	Yes
	3

	Italy
	Yes
	  4
	Yes
	8
	Yes
	3

	United States
	No
	
	Yes
	     8(^)
	Yes
	   21(#)

	Japan
	No
	
	Yes
	8
	No
	

	United Kingdom
	Yes
	  9
	Yes
	    10(^^)
	Yes
	6

	Canada
	Yes
	18
	Yes
	      8(##)
	Yes
	11


Notes:  GVA (at bp)  =  Gross value added at basic prices

HFCE  =  Household final consumption expenditure

GFCF  =  Gross fixed capital formation

(*)
Additional dissections are provided for HFCE (by industry of supply - 18, by durability - 3), GFCF (by sector - 5, by industry - 10) exports (by industry - 15) and imports (by industry - 15)

(^)
Additional dissections are provided for HFCE (by purpose – 13, by durability - 3), Government final consumption expenditure (by level of government - 2, by durability - 3, by type – 20) GFCF (by sector - 2, by asset type - 22), inventories (11) exports (goods and services) and imports (goods and services)

(#)
Some of these components would be recorded by other countries in the income accounts rather than as a component of the income measure of GDP

(^^)
Additional dissections are provided for HFCE (by purpose – 13, by durability 3); GFCF (by sector – 6, by asset - 5); inventories (8) 

(##)
Additional dissections are provided for HFCE (durability – 4), GFCF (by sector – 2, by asset type for private - 3), inventories (3), exports (goods and services) and imports (goods and services)
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Estimates of GDP are produced for the euro area for all three approaches, while for the US the production approach is not used and for Japan only the expenditure approach is employed.  As noted in paragraph 12, ESRI does produce quarterly estimates for Japan using the income approach but these are only issued once a year after the annual accounts have been produced and therefore are not available for the most recent quarters.
21 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

The information concerning number of industries and expenditure or income components in the table 2 does not necessarily relate to what is available from the national statistical agency, but rather to the detail included with the national accounts press releases that are freely available in English on their websites.  For example, each quarter the United Kingdom produces a separate priced publication entitled Consumer Trends that provides very detailed data for the components of household final consumption expenditure.  Italy disseminates industry estimates for many more industries than the four that are shown in English on their website.

22 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

It is necessary to draw clear distinctions between what data are included in press releases on websites, what data are included in paper publications, and what data are available from the databases of national statistical agencies.  Some countries provide free access on their website to only a summary of their quarterly national accounts data (selected aggregates and selected time periods) and charge customers for the full data set.  Others make the whole database freely available.  There is a similar situation with regard to detailed publications.  For example, United Kingdom Economic Accounts (approximately 190 pages of articles and tables) may be freely viewed and downloaded from the ONS website.  The BEA also provides free access to its press releases, selected NIPA tables and the associated notes on the BEA website.  However, for Canada the detailed publication National income and expenditure accounts, quarterly must be purchased.  Statistics Canada also sells detailed printed tables containing long time series for unadjusted and seasonally adjusted data relating to the quarterly releases National income and expenditure accounts, Financial flow accounts, and Estimates of labour income.  (All of these data may also be purchased on diskettes.)  Eurostat also charges for its quarterly publication Quarterly national accounts ESA.  The situation is further complicated by the fact that countries where English is not the national language, may provide more limited versions of their press releases on their websites in English.  This is certainly true for the three largest countries in the euro area, France, Germany and Italy.  Japan provides free access to the full time series of quarterly national accounts data with its press releases each quarter.  From the user’s point of view, it would be particularly useful if all countries provided free access to a standardised set of quarterly national accounts tables on their websites. 

Availability of other elements of the system of national accounts on a quarterly basis

23 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

The quarterly national accounts for a particular country are obviously more useful if they provide other parts of the whole national accounting system, in addition to GDP and its components.  For example, the availability of institutional sector accounts, financial accounts and balance sheets would provide the economic analyst with a more complete picture of developments within the economy.  While few countries currently produce quarterly balance sheets
, many countries now provide institutional sector accounts and financial accounts.  The availability of institutional sector accounts on a quarterly basis is of particular interest to analysts as this provides useful analytical ratios such as the household saving ratio.  An indication of the availability of other parts of the national accounting system and selected analytical ratios for G7 countries is provided in Table 3.  The yes/no entries in the table indicate whether the particular item is produced by the agency responsible for releasing the quarterly national accounts.  If another agency releases other parts of the system of national accounts this is indicated by additional entries in the table.

Consistency of annual and quarterly accounts

24 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

The relationship between the quarterly national accounts and the annual national accounts is of interest to economic analysts.  There are two main areas of concern.  First, are annual and quarterly accounts fully aligned?  Depending on the revisions policy adopted by particular countries it is possible for revisions to annual estimates for an earlier year to be made first in the quarterly accounts, before the next annual accounts are published.  This approach is adopted by the United Kingdom.  In the first and fourth quarters the quarterly accounts incorporate revisions to the annual estimates that will not be released in the annual accounts until later in the year.  Japan also makes revisions in their quarterly accounts before they are released in the annual accounts.  The general approach in other G7 countries is to maintain consistency between their annual and quarterly accounts.

25 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

The second and more significant aspect concerns the relationship between quarterly indicator series and the corresponding final quarterly estimates.  In particular, do the procedures used to constrain the quarterly estimates to add to the corresponding annual estimates maintain the quarterly indicator movements as closely as possible for all quarters and hence avoid a “step” problem in the first quarter of the year?  Various statistical procedures have been developed to achieve this result, and all countries included in this study employ such methods
 when deriving their quarterly national accounts (although it is not entirely clear how Japan deals with this issue).

Table 3.  Quarterly Availability of Elements of the System of National Accounts and Selected Analytical Ratios

	Country
	Quarterly Institutional Sector Accounts
	Quarterly Financial Accounts
	Quarterly Employment
	Quarterly Labour Productivity Measures
	Household Saving Ratio

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Euro area
	No - but under development
	No - but issued by the European Central Bank  
	No
	No
	No

	France
	Yes
	No - but issued by Banque de France
	Yes
	No
	Yes

	Germany
	No
	No - but issued by the Deutsche Bundesbank
	Yes
	Yes 
	Yes

	Italy
	Yes - but only for the general government sector
	No - but issued by the Bank of Italy
	Yes
	No
	No

	United States
	Yes*
	No - but issued by the Federal Reserve 
	No - but issued by the Bureau of Labour Statistics
	No - but issued by the Bureau of Labour Statistics 
	Yes

	Japan
	No^
	No - but issued by the Bank of Japan
	No
	No
	No

	United Kingdom
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	Yes

	Canada
	Yes#
	Yes#
	No**
	No**
	Yes


*
However, institutional sector capital account details are only provided for general government in the NIPA Tables.  Capital account details for the other sectors are published by the Federal Reserve in the flow of funds accounts.

^
However, unadjusted quarterly accounts are released for the households and general government sectors once a year with the annual accounts.

#
However, these are not included in the press release and must be purchased from Statistics Canada.
**
However, they will be included in the Canadian economic accounts quarterly review from September 2003.

Employment and productivity measures

26 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

Productivity measures are also of considerable interest to economic analysts and these are sometimes released with the quarterly and annual national accounts.  In some countries, productivity statistics may be released independently of the national accounts (either by the national statistical agency or by another government agency).  Neither Eurostat nor BEA publishes employment or productivity measures in their national accounts releases.  Of the G7 countries only Germany publishes employment and two labour productivity measures (GDP at constant prices per person employed and per hour worked) in the national accounts press release that is available on their website.  Italy publishes an employment estimate (expressed in full-time labour units) with its quarterly national accounts (although this is not shown in the English version of their website), but no productivity measures are provided using these data.  A similar situation applies for France.
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When making international comparisons of productivity measures it is important to determine what measure of labour input is being employed (e.g. persons employed, full-time equivalents, hours worked) and whether the estimates are simply labour productivity or multifactor productivity measures.  The OECD is currently finalising a paper that compares productivity measures for the euro area, the United States and Japan.  It is expected that the paper will be released later this year as part of the OECD Working Paper Series.

Data availability

Current and constant price estimates

28 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

The full range of accounts within the system of national accounts is designed for compilation using current prices.  However, for many economic analyses it is movements in the volume of GDP that is the principal focus of interest.  Consequently, GDP and its expenditure and industry components are also compiled in constant price terms.  “Real”
 estimates are also recommended in SNA93 for the major national income aggregates.  In practice, a particular expenditure component of GDP may be compiled initially in either current or constant prices, depending on the available source data, and the other measure derived using an appropriate price index (or indexes).

Seasonally adjusted estimates
29 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

Seasonally adjusted estimates reflect trends (both long-term and cyclical) and irregular movements in the series being analysed.  The seasonal factors may be updated periodically, say once a year, or each quarter before publication of the current quarter’s results.  This latter approach is described as “concurrent seasonal adjustment”.  It has the advantage of smaller revisions to the seasonal factors than with an annual reanalysis, but the disadvantage is that revisions to the seasonally adjusted series occur each quarter.  Japan has recently adopted concurrent seasonal adjustment for its quarterly national accounts releases.  The United States updates the seasonal factors once a year for most series, but uses concurrent analysis to obtain the factors for inventories and some components of capital formation for the latest quarter (any revisions to the factors for these series for earlier quarters are suppressed until the next annual revision).  Canada, France, Italy and the United Kingdom use concurrent seasonal adjustment, while Germany updates seasonal factors at yearly intervals.
30 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

For the euro area, Eurostat uses indicators that are obtained as the sum of the seasonally adjusted data that are produced by member countries.  The estimates for the euro area are therefore derived from country components that are not calculated in an entirely uniform fashion.  In June 2001 Eurostat’s Management Committee has adopted a new policy on seasonal adjustment for euro area and EU statistics, namely that series should be seasonally adjusted directly by Eurostat.  While this remains the general rule, exceptions can be made.  Direct seasonal adjustment has not been adopted as yet for the quarterly national accounts, but tests are currently being conducted to compare the results of direct and indirect adjustment.  Previously a joint Eurostat/ECB Task Force was established to examine seasonal adjustment practices regarding quarterly national accounts within the euro area and the EU.  Its mandate included developing recommendations concerning the most appropriate methods for the seasonal adjustment of quarterly national accounts data for the euro area and the EU.  It submitted its final report
 to the Committee on Monetary, Financial and Balance of Payments Statistics in January 2002.
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The standard seasonal adjustment process involves allowing for regular seasonal influences and working day (or calendar effects).  Many countries treat both of these types of adjustments as part of the normal seasonal adjustment process, but some countries, such as Germany and France, draw attention to whether a working day adjustment is incorporated for a particular series or not, or comment on what the annual movement (i.e. percentage change in the current quarter from the same quarter of the previous year) would have been if a working day adjustment had not been made.  The French quarterly accounts use the term “working-day and seasonally-adjusted data” when referring to their seasonally adjusted estimates.  In 2002 Italy included the trading day adjustment as part of their seasonal adjustment of the quarterly national accounts for the first time.  Some countries in Europe still do not include the working day adjustment as part of their seasonal adjustment for their quarterly national accounts.   Japan, the United States, Canada and the United Kingdom treat working day adjustments as part of the standard seasonal adjustment process.
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When compiling seasonally adjusted quarterly estimates, a choice needs to be made whether to constrain the sum of the seasonally adjusted estimates to be equal to the corresponding annual estimates or not.  Differences can arise from both the trading day adjustment and the seasonal factors.  At a technical level, a case can be made for not forcing the sum of the seasonally adjusted estimates to be equal to the annual estimate
.  For convenience or other reasons, many countries do force the sum of the seasonally adjusted estimates to be equal to the annual benchmark estimate.  Included in this group are the United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom.  France, Germany and Italy, allow differences arising from the trading day adjustment to remain, but not on account of the seasonal factors.  Japan compiles annual estimates on both a calendar and financial year basis and does not force its seasonally adjusted estimates to be equal to the annual estimates.  The methods used by Eurostat to compile estimates for the euro area ensure that the sum of the seasonally adjusted estimates for each year is equal to the annual benchmark estimate.
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Trading day factors may be calculated directly on quarterly data, but they are generally quite difficult to identify using this approach.  A preferable method, if it is feasible, is to use monthly data to determine the trading day effects and then to convert the monthly trading day factors into a corresponding series of quarterly trading day factors.
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Most countries compile quarterly national accounts in unadjusted terms and then seasonally adjust the unadjusted series.  The United States compiles its quarterly accounts in seasonally adjusted terms, but once a year it generates the corresponding set of quarterly accounts in unadjusted terms.  These are released about two months after the results of the annual and comprehensive revisions have been published.

Growth rates
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In addition to publishing national accounting aggregates as value series, statistical agencies provide tables of growth rates for many aggregates.  Growth rates can be calculated in various ways and may relate to unadjusted or seasonally adjusted data.  Most statistical agencies only publish growth rates for seasonally adjusted data, but some, including Germany and Japan, still retain growth rate tables calculated in respect of unadjusted data.
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Percentage changes from the previous quarter and from the same quarter of the previous year are provided for seasonally adjusted data by all countries, although there are two different ways of expressing the quarter over previous quarter changes.  The United States, Japan and Canada annualise the quarterly movements and express their seasonally adjusted quarterly data as annual levels.  Their seasonally adjusted quarterly data are transformed to look like annual data by multiplying the quarterly estimates by four.  Japan and Canada also provide percentage changes from the previous quarter according to the standard percentage change formula.  Eurostat, France, Germany, Italy and the United Kingdom all publish percentage changes from the previous quarter according to the standard formula.  One obvious criticism of the annualised quarterly growth rate is that it treats large irregular or one-off events as though they were occurring each quarter, when this is clearly not the case.  Consequently, the annualised growth rate for the quarter in which the irregular event occurred is distorted.  The OECD publishes growth rates on both bases, with the Statistics Directorate favouring the normal quarterly percentage change, and the Economics Department favouring the annualised quarterly growth rate.  A more detailed explanation of the different ways of calculating growth rates is provided in Appendix 3.

Contributions to growth tables
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The expenditure components of GDP are used extensively by economic analysts when interpreting and forecasting short term developments in the economy.  Consequently, many statistical agencies provide contributions to growth tables for the expenditure components of GDP in seasonally adjusted constant price terms.  For each expenditure aggregate, such tables show that component’s contribution (in terms of percentage points) to the overall percentage change in seasonally adjusted constant price GDP (usually from the previous quarter, although contributions to growth tables can also be derived for changes from the same quarter of the previous year).  Obviously, some of the aggregates may make a negative contribution to the movement in GDP in any particular quarter.  For traditional constant price estimates the sum of the individual contributions adds to the percentage change in GDP.  When GDP is derived as a chain volume measure the contributions to growth may not add perfectly because chain volume measures themselves are not generally additive.  Interpreting the contribution of changes in inventories can be confusing for some users, as even when changes in inventories may have declined in the reference quarter this aggregate could still have made a positive contribution to growth in GDP.  Whenever changes in inventories declines by less than it did in the previous quarter, this item will make a positive contribution to growth in GDP in the current quarter.
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For the United States the selected NIPA tables include very detailed contributions to growth tables (for percentage changes from the previous quarter expressed at annual rates) for the expenditure components of GDP in seasonally adjusted, chain volume terms.  Japan includes contributions to growth tables for the expenditure components of GDP for both current and constant price estimates, and in each case, in respect of both unadjusted and seasonally adjusted data.  For the euro area Eurostat publishes contributions to growth tables for seasonally adjusted constant price estimates relating to both the expenditure and industry components of GDP.  The euro area contributions to growth tables are compiled in respect of both changes from the previous quarter and changes from the same quarter of the previous year.  Both Germany and France include contributions to growth in GDP for a limited number of major expenditure aggregates.  Canada, Italy and the United Kingdom do not show contributions to growth tables in their quarterly national accounts press releases.

Chain volume measures
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In 1996 the United States became the first country to implement chain volume measures in its national accounts.  This method of constructing volume estimates was recommended in SNA93 and is recognised as yielding superior estimates of volume change.  In an article
 in the May 1997 issue of the Survey of Current Business BEA reported that the accuracy of volume movements in GDP, and its expenditure and industry components were enhanced by the introduction of chain volume measures.  A summary of the changes in growth rates arising from the adoption of chain volume measures was included in this article.  Canada has also adopted this type of volume measure within its national accounts and the United Kingdom plans to do so in September 2003.  euro area and EU countries are required to adopt annual chain volume measures by 2005, but no specific deadlines have been established for when quarterly chain volume estimates should be introduced.  Within the euro area France, Portugal and the Netherlands have already adopted annual chain volume estimates and other countries will be moving to chain volume measures progressively over the next couple of years.

Table 4.  Technical Information on National Accounts for the Euro Area and the G7 Countries 

	Country
	Start Date for Quarterly Series
	Base Year for Constant Price Estimates
	Reference Year for Chain Volume Measures
	Seasonal Adjustment Practices



	
	
	
	
	Basic Method
	Trading Day Adjustment
	Frequency of Revisions to Factors

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Euro area
	1991:Q1
	1995
	
	Indirect (obtained from member country seasonally adjusted data)
	Follows member country practices (included by most countries)
	Follows member country practices (most use concurrent adjustment) 

	France
	1978:QI
	1995#
	
	X-11 ARIMA
	Yes
	Concurrent

	Germany
	1991:Q1
	1995
	
	X-12 ARIMA
	Yes
	Annual

	Italy
	1980:Q1
	1995
	
	TRAMO/SEATS
	Yes
	Concurrent

	United States
	1946:QI*
	
	1996
	X-12 ARIMA
	Yes
	Annual^

	Japan
	1980:QI&
	1995
	
	X-12 ARIMA
	Yes## 
	Concurrent

	United Kingdom
	1946:QI
	1995**
	
	X-11 ARIMA
	Yes
	Concurrent

	Canada
	1961:QI^^
	
	1997
	X-11 ARIMA
	Yes
	Concurrent


#
France has introduced annual chain volume measures but not quarterly at this stage. 

*
For the US, current dollar series begin in 1946:Q1, while quantity and price measures begin in 1947:Q1.

^
However, some inventory and capital formation series are adjusted concurrently for the latest quarter.

&
However, there is a discontinuity in the series between 1999:Q4 and 2000:Q1.

##
A leap year adjustment is included but no significant trading day effects were detected.

**
The United Kingdom will adopt annual chain linked volume measures for GDP in September 2003. 

^^
Current price series begin in 1961:Q1, while constant price estimates begin in 1981:Q1.

Use of hedonic price indexes
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It has been suggested that the comparability of national accounts estimates across countries may be affected by the differing extent to which hedonic price indexes are used when compiling constant price estimates.  Hedonic price indexes for computer equipment were first developed and used by BEA in December 1985.  In an article in the Survey of Current Business in December 2000
, BEA reported that hedonic techniques were being used to deflate expenditure components comprising 18 per cent of the value of GDP.  The article puts forward a number of arguments justifying the use of hedonic techniques and rejecting speculation that low measures of inflation and high productivity growth in the United States in the 1990s had been unreasonably caused by the use of price indexes derived using hedonic techniques.  A more relevant issue is whether the price indexes used by various countries to compile their constant price or chain volume measures adequately reflect quality change in the goods and/or services that comprise the various national accounting aggregates.
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Table 4 provides a summary of various technical aspects of the quarterly national accounts estimates for the euro area and the G7 countries.  These comprise the start date for quarterly series, the base year for conventional constant price estimates, the reference year for chain volume estimates expressed as value series (for those countries that have adopted chain volume measures), and some details about seasonal adjustment practices.

Quality issues and revisions policy

Accuracy and reliability
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Given that national economic policy and private business decisions may be taken in the light of quarterly national accounts data, it is important for analysts to know whether the initial estimates are accurate and to what extent they are likely to be revised, both in later versions of the current quarter’s accounts and in subsequent quarterly releases.  These two attributes of the quarterly national accounts are usually referred to as accuracy and reliability.  There is no absolute test for measuring the accuracy of quarterly national accounts.  Rather, the accuracy of the quarterly national accounts for a particular country has to be assessed on a subjective basis, taking into account the quality of the source data used to construct the accounts, the integrity of the methods used to compile the accounts, and the consistency of the accounts both internally and in relation to other economic data.  The IMF has issued guidelines - the Data Quality Assessment Framework - designed to make the assessment process less subjective.  Eurostat and the ECB are establishing a task force to study ways of improving the quality of quarterly national accounts estimates for the euro area and the EU.
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Internal consistency refers to the economic plausibility of the picture that the accounts portray.  For example, movements in gross fixed capital formation on buildings and other structures included in the expenditure measure of GDP should be consistent with movements in value added for the construction industry in the production measure of GDP (after making appropriate allowances for changes in building maintenance activity and normal variations in profit margins in the construction industry).  As an example of consistency with other economic data, movements in GDP should be plausible in relation to movements in employment (assuming of course that the employment data can be relied upon to provide an accurate picture of changes in the labour market).
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An important consideration when assessing the overall quality of the quarterly national accounts of a particular country is the quality and coverage of actual data that are used to construct the accounts.  Some countries may have actual data either from surveys or administrative data sources that provide high quality data for a significant proportion of the components of GDP.  Others may have much less actual data and rely on modelling techniques to generate their quarterly accounts.  An analysis of the amount of actual information that was used to compile the preliminary estimate of GDP for the United Kingdom was published in Economic Trends in August 2002
.  The analysis indicated that the preliminary measure of GDP, which is based on the production approach, had an information content of 45% by value added weight.  Unfortunately, similar information is not readily available for other versions of the quarterly accounts for the United Kingdom or for other countries.
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Reliability is usually defined in terms of the revisions that are made to the initial estimates of GDP, its components and related measures.  An underlying assumption is that the latest available quarterly accounts are more accurate than the earlier versions.  Reliability of early or earlier estimates can therefore be measured directly by analysing the history of revisions to published quarterly national accounts estimates.  Many countries regularly undertake such analyses and publish the results.  The BEA has conducted fourteen such studies with the latest being published in the Survey of Current Business in January 2002
.
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Analyses of revisions are normally undertaken in terms of percentage changes from the previous quarter.  Consequently, when comparing studies of revisions across countries is it necessary to determine how the quarterly changes are expressed and whether the analyses relate to unadjusted or seasonally adjusted data, at current or constant prices.  BEA studies for the United States are undertaken in terms of quarterly percentage changes at annual rates.  Some studies may also be undertaken in terms of levels rather than movements, but the latter are usually preferred, as this largely abstracts from definitional and classificatory changes that are periodically made to the accounts.  It should be emphasised that analyses of revisions do not and cannot provide any information about the accuracy of later or “final” estimates.
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The Office for National Statistics in the United Kingdom has published periodic analyses of revisions to quarterly GDP over many years in its monthly publication Economic Trends.  In the most recent such article
 in the May 2003 issue, a distinction is made between revisions for different parts of the revisions cycle as more source data are progressively incorporated.  The Canadian and French national statistical offices have also published analyses of revisions.
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There are many different ways of analysing revisions.  For example, revisions may be analysed in relation to current price estimates, constant price estimates or the seasonal factors.  The analysis may focus on revisions to different versions of the estimates for the current quarter, or revisions made between initial estimates and the estimates a particular number of quarters or years later.  There is also interest in whether the pattern of revisions is different at different stages of the economic cycle, particularly at turning points.
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The Statistics Directorate of the OECD (formerly part of the Economics and Statistics Department) has undertaken two studies
 on revisions to the quarterly national accounts of member countries, one in 1979 and the other in 1989.  More recently, the Economics Department of the OECD produced an analysis of revisions to quarterly national accounts from a user perspective.  It was issued in 1997 as an OECD Economics Department Working Paper
.
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Caution must be exercised when interpreting analyses of revisions since there is not a direct link between accuracy and reliability.  For example, some series that are generally not revised because no new data become available will appear to be highly reliable, but may not necessarily be very accurate.  Improvements made to the estimates for the latest quarter (arising from either improved data sources or improved estimation methods) will result in a permanent decrease in the size of revisions.  However, improvements to the latest available estimates for all periods may result in a permanent increase in the size of revisions.
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Before introducing its flash estimate of GDP for the euro area and the EU, Eurostat undertook an analysis of revisions that would have occurred had flash estimates been compiled for the nine previous quarters.  This analysis indicated that the flash estimates performed well in predicting the level of GDP, quarterly growth rates for GDP, annual growth rates and whether the growth rates were accelerating or decelerating.  Consequently, users could use the new flash estimates in the knowledge that revisions to growth rates in subsequent versions of quarterly GDP for the euro area were likely to be quite small.
Revisions policy

52 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

In addition to the revisions that are made to the latest quarter’s estimates in successive versions of the quarterly accounts for the current quarter, revisions may also be made to previous quarters’ estimates.  Most statistical offices adopt a systematic approach to the way in which revisions are incorporated into their quarterly accounts.  The two main considerations are to maintain consistency between annual and quarterly national accounts estimates and to provide the most accurate estimates possible for quarterly growth rates for all quarters in the series.
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Each quarter BEA outlines the revision policy it follows in relation to the quarterly national accounts for the United States.  Estimates for the latest quarter are revised in the preliminary and final versions as more complete source data become available.  Annual revisions are made in July with the advance release for the second quarter and are reflected in revised quarterly estimates for the first quarter of the current year and the quarters of the previous three years.  Comprehensive or benchmark revisions are undertaken about every five years and incorporate definitional and classification changes, and changes arising from new or improved estimation techniques or new data sources.  Consequently, comprehensive revisions may incorporate revisions to the whole time series for some aggregates.  When a comprehensive revision is made it replaces the usual annual revision for that year.
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In the advance release each quarter BEA provides an analysis of the average size and likely range of revisions to both current price GDP and real GDP between various vintages of the quarterly estimates.  The analysis covers both revisions between the three versions of the accounts for the reference quarter and revisions for each of the three versions from the first published estimates to the latest available estimates for each quarter.  In the preliminary and final quarterly releases comments are provided on the reasons for significant revisions to the previously published estimates for the latest quarter.
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Detailed articles (about 25 pages) on the annual revisions and the associated quarterly revisions are published each year in the Survey of Current Business.  Detailed articles are also published outlining the nature of the changes planned for the next comprehensive revision, and on the actual outcome of each comprehensive revision.
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Japan has adopted a flexible revisions policy so that changes to source data can be reflected in the quarterly national accounts as quickly as possible.  With both preliminary press releases each quarter ESRI includes a technical note to explain the reasons for revisions from the first preliminary to the second preliminary for that quarter.  The reasons for revisions to earlier quarters are explained in additional technical notes when required.
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Given the method of compilation used by Eurostat, it is inevitable that revisions for the euro area are affected by the revision policies adopted by the member countries.  In effect the euro area estimates are recompiled for each successive release and hence will be affected by the addition of data for the latest quarter for more countries and revisions to the data for earlier quarters for any of the member countries.
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For France, revisions are incorporated with each successive quarterly publication.  The revisions may arise because of revisions to indicator series, the introduction of superior indicator series, revisions to seasonal factors or revisions to the annual national accounts data.  The quarterly estimates are never regarded as “final” and changes can occur over the whole time series.
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For Germany revisions are mainly incorporated in the accounts for the second and fourth quarters.  In the fourth quarter the provisional estimates for the previous three quarters are revised, while in the second quarter estimates for the three previous years are revised as necessary.  Estimates for the first of those three years are then considered to be final.  However, on some occasions revisions may go back further than the usual three years.
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For Italy revisions are incorporated for the quarters of the current year plus the quarters of the two previous years to both the unadjusted and seasonally adjusted data.  In quarters when revised annual estimates become available the quarters for the last four or five years may change due to revised parameters from the annual regression equations.  When historical revisions are introduced all the quarterly data at both current and constant prices may be revised.
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For Canada the preceding quarters of the current year are revised when the current quarter’s estimates are published.  For the first quarter each year annual revisions are made to the quarters of the four previous years.  Historical revisions are also incorporated periodically.
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In the United Kingdom revisions are incorporated for the quarters of the current year and the previous year except in the second quarter when revisions go back for two years to incorporate benchmarks from the latest annual balanced supply and use table for year t-2.  The United Kingdom includes detailed tables showing revisions to GDP and its major industry, expenditure and income components since the previous quarter’s publication in its Quarterly National Accounts release.
Improvements to Japan’s quarterly national accounts
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In 2002 ESRI improved the estimation systems used to compile Japan’s quarterly national accounts.  The main improvements were:

· timeliness was improved by about one month; 
· increased use was made of supply side statistics, especially for the services sector; 
· consistency with the annual accounts was enforced;

· estimation methods were altered to focus on changes from the previous quarter rather than changes from the same quarter one year ago;

· a flexible revisions policy was adopted; and

· concurrent seasonal adjustment was implemented.
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The improvements have, however, resulted in a discontinuity in the quarterly accounts, as the new methods have not been consistently applied to all past periods.  For unadjusted series the estimates previously compiled under the old methodology have been retained for the period 1980:Q1 to 1999:Q4. Estimates from 2000:Q1 have been compiled according to the new methodology.  Seasonally adjusted estimates for the period 1980:Q1 to 1999:Q4 are derived from the old unadjusted series for that period.  Some recalculations using the new methodology have been made back to 1994:Q1, but these are not regarded as official estimates.  They are referred to as the “reference series”
 and are used together with the new data for recent quarters when deriving seasonal factors for the estimates compiled using the new methodology from 2000:Q1. (However, it should be noted that percentage changes relating to 2000:Q1 are calculated using the reference series data only.)
Analytical information
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The Eurostat press release does not provide any analytical ratios, although estimates for national income and net national saving for the euro area (and EU15) are included.  The accompanying text highlights movements in major aggregates, but does not add any information to that already available from the figures presented in the tables.  The commentary that is available in English for Japan also does not provide any analytical ratios or any additional information to that available in the tables.  The press releases that are available in English for France and Italy also do not provide any analytical ratios.  Germany includes estimates for the latest quarter for the household saving ratio, employment and labour productivity.
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The quarterly accounts for the United States include a number of analytical ratios and memorandum items to aid interpretation of the accounts.  The range of ratios and memorandum items includes the household saving ratio, terms of trade, gross domestic income, gross national income, gross national saving as a percentage of gross national product, three different inventories to final sales ratios, profits ratios, selected per capita product and income series in current and chained dollars, quantity and price indexes for GDP, its expenditure components and gross domestic purchases (some of which are adjusted to exclude food and energy or final sales of computers), and a special analysis of motor vehicle output, consumption, investment, inventories, exports and imports.  Canada includes the household saving ratio, while the United Kingdom provides households’ and non-financial corporations’ shares of national income as well as the household saving ratio.  Both Canada and the United Kingdom provide extensive economic commentary on their quarterly national accounts.  Table 3 indicates which countries included in this study publish a household saving ratio, employment estimates and labour productivity measures in their quarterly national accounts press release on their websites.

Explanatory material
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The Eurostat website includes an article outlining the methods employed to compile the flash estimates for the euro area.  Eurostat’s national accounts press releases do not include any other special notes about the current quarter’s national accounts estimates.
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BEA provides detailed information on the source data used to compile the quarterly accounts for the latest quarter.  This information covers both the values of the actual data from normal sources and BEA estimates, where the source data were not available at the time when that version of the accounts was compiled.  Separate technical notes are also provided on the BEA website outlining special factors that affected the current quarter’s estimates.  For example, for the advance release for the first quarter of 2003, comments were included concerning the impact on military expenditure of activity in the Persian Gulf Region associated with Operation Iraqi Freedom, and the impact on price movements of changes in energy prices and pay rises for federal civilian and military personnel.  Announcements are also included in the press releases about forthcoming revisions that will result from periodic comprehensive revisions or other special factors.
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BEA has not produced a single volume concepts, sources and methods publication covering all aspects of their national accounts.  However, there are many documents available under the “Methodologies” category on the BEA website concerning the sources and methods used to compile various components of the national accounts for the United States.  
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The quarterly press releases for Japan include a technical note concerning revisions to source data and changes to estimation methods.  Detailed information on their sources and methods is available on the ESRI website.  The documentation has been updated to reflect the improved estimation systems recently adopted for compiling the quarterly accounts.  The document covers ninety pages and is available in English in PDF format.
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A sources and methods publication is available in English on the INSEE website (120 pages in length) that explains the approach used in France to compile quarterly national accounts.  However, for Germany sources and methods documentation is only available in German.  Italy is currently preparing a publication on sources and methods for their quarterly national accounts.
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For the United Kingdom a very detailed concepts sources and methods publication is available on their website that may be freely viewed or downloaded.  Canada also provides free access to a number of concepts, sources and methods documents each relating to a particular part of the system of national accounts. 

Consistency with SNA93/ESA95
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The euro area countries implemented SNA93/ESA95 in a coordinated fashion and have made considerable efforts to minimise differences in conceptual treatments between countries.  The United States has implemented changes to the NIPA to bring them closer to SNA93 concepts in each of its last two comprehensive revisions and further changes are planned for the forthcoming comprehensive revision in December 2003.  The major existing differences between BEA conceptual treatments and SNA93 recommendations regarding GDP relate to FISIM, non-life insurance, and the extent of capitalisation of military expenditures
.  While these differences have an impact on the level of GDP they are unlikely to have an appreciable effect on quarter to quarter movements in GDP.  Japan has also implemented SNA93 as far as is currently feasible and provided detailed information on the extent to which SNA93 recommendations have been adopted
.
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The national accounts for the United States are presented in a somewhat different manner to those for the euro area and individual euro area countries.  The NIPA tables are not presented as accounts in the format used in SNA93.  Rather, the NIPA tables show how a derived aggregate is obtained by adding and subtracting other aggregates.  A number of additional related items are presented as addenda to the various NIPA tables.  Where national accounts conceptual treatments require significant departures from commercial accounting practices, these adjustments are shown explicitly in relevant tables (e.g. capital consumption adjustment, inventory valuation adjustment).
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Caution needs to be exercised when examining the NIPA tables because the BEA has not fully adopted SNA93 terminology.  For example, household final consumption expenditure is referred to as personal consumption expenditures.  The concept of gross operating surplus is not used as a component of the income measure of GDP.  Instead an item for corporate profits (on a national basis as distinct from a domestic basis) is shown together with a number of adjustment items and net interest income.  However, some differences in terminology are potentially even more confusing because an SNA93 term is used to mean a different aggregate.  In particular, the SNA93 concept of gross national income is still referred to by its old title of gross national product in the NIPA.  The NIPA uses the term national income to refer to an aggregate which is equivalent to the portion of net national income that accrues to sectors other than general government.  Personal income is derived from the NIPA concept of national income by adding or subtracting a number of entrepreneurial income and net transfer income flows between households and other sectors.
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Memorandum items are shown in the NIPA for gross domestic income at current prices and in real terms. However, real gross domestic income is defined quite differently in SNA93.  In the NIPA gross domestic income is equivalent to GDP minus the statistical discrepancy or GDP using the income approach, while real gross domestic income is defined as gross domestic income deflated by the implicit price deflator for GDP.  However, in SNA93 real gross domestic income is defined as GDP at constant prices plus the trading gain or loss resulting from changes in the terms of trade
.

77 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

In another departure from the usual national accounts presentation, the main summary tables within NIPA include a combined aggregate for general government consumption expenditure and gross fixed capital formation for general government and public corporations.  However, the component details are provided in “Section 3: Government Current Receipts and Expenditure” of the NIPA tables.
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Some of these differences in the presentation and the terminology used in the NIPA tables will be eliminated when the next comprehensive revision is completed for the accounts to be released in December 2003.
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Appendixes

Appendix 1.  Details of National Accounts Press Releases for First Quarter 2003

This appendix provides details of the agency responsible for compiling and disseminating the quarterly national accounts for the euro area and each of the individual countries covered by this study. Other information included below for each agency comprises the website address, and the titles and release dates for the press releases available on the websites for the first quarter of 2003.

Euro area

Agency:
Eurostat

Website:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/eurostat
The four Eurostat quarterly national accounts press releases are issued under the Euro-Indicators series.  The titles for the first quarter of 2003 are as indicated below but with the addition of a headline concerning the estimated movements in GDP for the euro area and the EU15.

Flash estimates for the first quarter 2003


15 May 2003

First estimates for the first quarter 2003


5 June 2003

Second estimation for the first quarter 2003

10 July 2003

Third release for the first quarter 2003


7 August 2003

France
Agency:
Institut National de la Statistique et des Études Économiques (INSEE)

Website:
www.insee.fr
The two quarterly national accounts press releases are issued under the series titled Informations Rapides, Principaux Indicateurs
National accounts – first quarter of 2003 (first results)

20 May 2003

National accounts – first quarter of 2003 (detailed results)
27 June 2003

A more detailed economic analysis based on the national accounts is published by INSEE in Conjuncture in France.

Germany
Agency:
Federal Statistical Office, Germany (DESTATIS)

Website:
www.destatis.de
The two quarterly national accounts press releases were titled:

First release of data on the economic performance in the first quarter of 2003
15 May 2003

Detailed results on the economic performance in the first quarter of 2003

22 May 2003
Italy
Agency:
National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT)

Website:
www.istat.it
The two quarterly national accounts press releases were titled:

GDP Preliminary Estimate – First Quarter 2003



15 May 2003

Quarterly Economic Accounts – First Quarter 2003


10 June 2003

(However, only the release on 10 June 2003 is available in English on the ISTAT website.)

United States
Agency:
Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA)

Website:  
www.bea.gov
The three quarterly national accounts press releases were titled:

Gross Domestic Product: First Quarter 2003 (Advance)



25 April 2003

Gross Domestic Product and Corporate Profits: First Quarter 2003 (Preliminary)
29 May 2003

Gross Domestic Product and Corporate Profits: First Quarter 2003 (Final)
26 June 2003

Japan
Agency:
Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI)

Website:  
www.esri.cao.go.jp
The two quarterly national accounts press releases were titled:

Gross Domestic Product: First Quarter 2003 (First Preliminary)

16 May 2003

Gross Domestic Product: First Quarter 2003 (Second Preliminary)
11 June 2003

United Kingdom
Agency:
Office for National Statistics (ONS)

Website:
www.statistics.gov.uk
The three quarterly national accounts press releases were titled:

Gross domestic product, Preliminary estimate – 1st quarter 2003

25 April 2003

UK output, income and expenditure – 1st quarter 2003


23 May 2003

Quarterly national accounts – 1st quarter 2003(*)



27 June 2003
(*)  This release is also referred to as “National accounts quarterly (first release)”

Canada
Agency:
Statistics Canada

Website:
www.statcan.ca
The quarterly national accounts press release is issued in The Daily and was titled:

Canadian Economic Accounts – first quarter 2003

30 May 2003

A more detailed analysis is also released each quarter by Statistics Canada.  The issue for the first quarter of 2003 was entitled Canadian Economic Accounts Quarterly Review – first quarter 2003.

Appendix 2.  Length of Press Releases Available in English on Websites
The figures in the following table give are a very rough indication of the amount of information provided in the quarterly national accounts press releases.  However, the different ways in which tables are presented on the websites makes such comparisons rather imprecise.

Length of Press Releases Available in English on Websites (including tables)

	Country
	Versions of the Quarterly National Accounts

(classified by publication lag)

	
	1-45 days
	46-75 days
	76-100 days
	101-120 days

	
	
	
	
	

	Euro area
	Flash

4
	First

8
	Second

14
	Third

17

	France^ 
	
	First results

1+15 tables
	Detailed results

1+15 tables
	

	Germany
	First release

2
	Detailed results

5+12 tables
	
	

	Italy
	Preliminary

2
	QEA

2
	
	

	United States*
	Advance

17
	Preliminary

17
	Final

14
	

	Japan
	First preliminary

12 +18 tables
	Second prelininary

12 + 18 tables
	
	

	United Kingdom
	Preliminary

3
	OIE

8
	QNA

30
	

	Canada#
	
	CEA

12 (28)
	
	


Notes:

^
The versions in French for the first and second releases are 9 and 22 pages, respectively.  A number of tables are also available as separate documents as indicated.

*
The Selected NIPA Tables are updated with each release and comprise 28 pages.  Some of these tables are also included in the press releases.

#
A 12 page article is released in The Daily.  A more detailed release (28 pages) is entitled Canadian Economic Accounts Quarterly.  Both articles cover the balance of payments as well as the national accounts.

Abbreviations:

QEA = Quarterly Economic Accounts

OIE = Output, Income and Expenditure

QNA = Quarterly National Accounts

CEA = Canadian Economic Accounts

Appendix 3.  Growth Rates

In addition to publishing national accounting aggregates as value series, statistical agencies provide tables of growth rates for many aggregates.  Growth rates can be calculated in various ways and the terminology that is sometimes used to describe particular measures may mislead some users.  The same measure may be described in different ways by different statistical agencies and economic analysts.  Growth rates may also be calculated for unadjusted or seasonally adjusted data.  Most statistical agencies only publish growth rates for seasonally adjusted data, but some, including Germany and Japan, still retain growth rate tables calculated in respect of unadjusted data.

The way in which BEA presents quarterly data may be confusing to some users of their national accounts.  Instead of showing seasonally adjusted quarterly data directly, BEA transforms the seasonally adjusted quarterly data to make it look like annual data.  This is achieved by multiplying the seasonally adjusted quarterly estimates by four.  Percentage changes in the quarterly estimates are expressed at annual rates.  These are obtained using a variant of the compound interest formula.  For percentage changes from the previous quarter the formula is:


r^ = [(Vt/Vt-1)4 – 1]*100
(Formula 1)


where:
r^ is the percentage change at an annual rate, and 



Vt is the seasonally adjusted quarterly value in period t

It is obvious that this percentage change is different from the normal percentage change from the previous quarter, which is obtained using the standard formula:


r = [(Vt/Vt-1) – 1]*100
(Formula 2)

One obvious criticism of the annualised quarterly growth rate is that it treats large irregular or one-off events as though they were occurring each quarter, when this is clearly not the case.  Consequently, the annualised growth rate for the quarter in which the irregular event occurred is distorted.

For percentage changes from the same quarter of the previous year, the formula is simply:


r# = [(Vt/Vt-4) – 1]*100
(Formula 3)

Annual and quarterly growth rates may be calculated in various ways:
· Quarterly growth rate:  This is the most commonly used growth rate and is obtained as the percentage change in the reference quarter compared with the previous quarter (see Formula 2).

· Annual growth rate (quarterly series):  When used in the context of a quarterly time series this growth rate is calculated as the percentage change in the reference quarter compared with the same quarter of the previous year.  This growth rate is referred to as “year-over-year change” in Canada, “percentage change from quarter one year ago” in the United States, and sometimes as “growth through the year” (see Formula 3).

· Annual growth rate (annual series):  If an annual growth rate is used in the context of an annual time series, the annual growth rate is simply the percentage change in the reference year compared with the previous year.

· Quarterly growth at annual rates:  This growth rate has been used extensively by BEA and has also been adopted by Canada and Japan.  Canada refers to this measure as “annualised change”.  It is obtained by calculating what the annual growth rate would be if the actual quarterly growth rate was maintained for a full year (see Formula 1).  As well as calculating growth rates in this manner, all three countries publish quarterly seasonally adjusted estimates expressed at annual levels by multiplying the seasonally adjusted quarterly estimates by four.
In their quarterly national accounts press releases both Eurostat and BEA present percentage changes for seasonally adjusted GDP and its components as changes over the previous quarter and changes over the same quarter of the previous year.  It is important to appreciate that the growth rates over the previous quarter for the euro area as published by Eurostat, and for the United States as published by BEA, are not comparable.  To achieve comparability it is necessary to take the fourth root of [one plus the BEA growth rate] or to raise [one plus the Eurostat growth rate] to the fourth power, and then in each case deduct one and multiply by 100.  For low growth rates these adjustments are approximately equivalent to dividing the BEA percentage change by four and multiplying the Eurostat percentage change by four.  Quarterly growth rates up to 0.9% can be multiplied by four to derive the correct annualised growth rate (accurate to one decimal place).  A quarterly growth rate of 1.0% is equivalent to an annualised growth rate of 4.1%, while a quarterly growth rate of 2.0% is equivalent to an annualised growth rate of 8.2%.  In its national accounts press releases Eurostat shows the quarter on previous quarter growth rate for the US on the same basis as for the euro area.  The OECD publishes growth rates on both bases, with the Statistics Directorate favouring the normal quarterly percentage change, and the Economics Department favouring the annualised quarterly growth rate.

�	lash Estimation of the quarterly Gross Domestic Product for the euro-zone and the European Union – Eurostat Methodology under the theme Economy and Finance – Methods and Nomenclatures. 


�	n article on the general methodology used for deriving GDP and its components for the euro area was published in the Eurostat Quarterly Report (see Quarterly Accounts – First quarter 2001, pages 47-52).


�	o quarterly national accounts data are produced by the national statistical agency in Luxembourg, while only unadjusted data are currently available for Ireland.  However, the aggregates compiled by Eurostat include estimates for these countries in the euro area and EU totals.


�	lso see Asymmetries of Current account in the intra-UE balance of payments, Eurostat Working Papers and Studies, 2003 Edition.


�	ny effect is likely to be limited because the production and income measures of GDP are also used when estimating a balanced measure of GDP and because partly offsetting changes may be required to other expenditure aggregates as a result of making changes to exports and imports. 


�	EA use the expression “at annual rates” for both quarterly percentage changes and levels series.  The quarterly seasonally adjusted levels series are converted to annual levels by multiplying by four.


�	hese aggregates are defined differently from SNA93.  See the discussion under the section “Consistency with SNA93/ESA95”. 


�	IPA stands for “national income and product accounts”.


�	The BEA aggregate for personal disposable income is defined differently from household disposable income in SNA93 because personal interest payments and net personal transfers to non-residents are not deducted until personal saving is derived.


�	BEA does publish an aggregate that is called “Gross Domestic Income” as a memorandum item, which is effectively GDP derived using the income approach, but it is not presented as an alternative estimate for GDP.  However, it is used when deriving gross national income.  When the expenditure and income components of GDP are reported to the OECD, the difference between the sum of the income and expenditure components is shown as a statistical discrepancy on the income side of the account.


�	Statistics Canada has recently commenced producing a quarterly balance sheet for Canada.


�	Some of these methods are referred to by the names of their developers – Lewis Bassie, Pierre Chollette, Denton, and Chow and Lin. 


�	When an income series is divided by an appropriate price deflator the resulting series is referred to as being “real” rather than “at constant prices”.  This is because an income series cannot be derived as the product of price and quantity components.  However, an income series can be divided by a price index to derive a series which represents the purchasing power of the income in terms of the basket of goods and/or services included in the price index.  BEA uses the term “real” to refer to both constant price or volume measures, and real income series.  


�	Task Force on Seasonal Adjustment of Quarterly National Accounts, Final Report, 10 January 2002, Statistical Office of the European Communities; Directorate General Statistics, European Central Bank.


�	Although the situation is more complicated if the quarterly seasonally adjusted estimates are being benchmarked to annual chain volume estimates.


�	Landefeld, Steven J. and Robert P. Parker, “BEA’s Chain Indexes, Time Series, and Measures of Long-Term Growth.” Survey of Current Business 77 (May 1997): 58-68.


�	Landerfeld, Steven J. and Bruce T. Grimm, “A Note on the Impact of Hedonics and Computers on Real GDP” Survey of Current Business 80 (December 2000): 17-22.


�	Read, Geoff. “How Much Information is in the UK Preliminary Estimate of GDP?”, Economic Trends No. 585 (August 2002).


�	Fixler, Dennis J. and Bruce T. Grimm. “Reliability of GDP and Related NIPA Estimates.” Survey of Current Business 82 (January 2002): 9-27.


�	Akritidis, Leonidas. “Revisions to quarterly GDP growth.” Economic Trends No 594 (May 2003).


�	“Quarterly National Accounts. A Report on Sources and Methods Used in OECD Member Countries”, OECD, Paris 1979, and “Annual Revisions to Quarterly National Accounts”, (DES/NI/89.5) OECD, Paris, 1989.


�	York, Robert and Paul Atkinson. “The Reliability of Quarterly National Accounts in Seven Major Countries: A User’s Perspective.” Economics Department Working Papers No. 171 OECD, Paris, 1997.


�	Economic analysts at the OECD use the reference series in preference to the official estimates for the period from 1994:Q1 to 1999:Q4.


�	The distinction between current and capital expenditure on defence equipment will be reconsidered for the updated version of SNA93 that is expected to be released in 2008.  It is likely that the current BEA treatment for this item will be adopted as the revised international standard.


�	System of National Accounts in Japan (Definitions and Concepts) – The first edition, April 2001 – Economic and Social Research Institute, Japanese Government.


�	SNA93, paragraph 16.157.
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