OECD SHORT-TERM ECONOMIC STATISTICS EXPERT GROUP

DRAFT SUMMARY OF FUTURE ACTIVITIES

1.
The first meeting of the OECD Short-term Economic Statistics Expert Group (STESEG) was held in Paris on 24-25 June 2002. The meeting was attended by 25 OECD Member countries, representatives from Eurostat, the European Central Bank, the International Labour Organisation (on day 2), the Bank for International Settlements and staff from the OECD Secretariat. The agenda for the meeting, background papers and presentations are available on the meeting website at www.oecd.org/std/meeting-papers.

2.
This brief report summarises four areas of future work for STESEG that arose out of discussions over the two days of the meeting, in particular, during the final session. These comprise: 

a) guidelines for the development of short-term indicators for services and  work on related conceptual issues;

b) processes for improving the timeliness of short-term economic indicators including  the use of benchmarking techniques;

c) best practice for the presentation of short-term economic indicators and related work on seasonal adjustment;

d) best practice to reduce the cost (to both respondents and statistical agencies) of collecting short-term economic statistics.

Future work

3.
The work of the  Expert Group over the next 12 months on these topics will take one of  two possible forms, the:

· identification and dissemination via the internet of best practice by OECD Member countries in areas of interest to the Group; and/or    

· formulation of recommendations in a small number of specific areas by task forces comprising  volunteers from Member countries, other international organisations and OECD Secretariat staff. The aim will be to ensure an appropriate mix of representation from EU and non-EU Member countries of the OECD in each task force. The recommendations will be presented at the 2003 meeting of the Expert Group. In the main, task forces will work via electronic discussion groups to be created by the OECD Statistics Directorate. However, the work of the task forces may require one or possibly two informal meetings over the next 12 months. Where possible, these would be held back-to-back with other meetings and conferences.

4.
Once volunteers to participate in and/or lead task forces have been identified, the next step will be to  develop a detailed programme of work over the next 12 months for each of the four activities and to allocate specific tasks and responsibilities to individual members. Countries and other international organisations not directly participating in each task force will also be given the opportunity to contribute and/or comment on the work of the task force at specific points prior to the finalisation of the task force report for presentation/discussion at the STESEG meeting in 2003.

Future areas of work

a. Short-term indicators for services

5.
The main priority with regard to the range of short-term economic statistics concerned the need to extend the range of indicators available for the services sector. The Group noted the introduction of output indicators  (based primarily on turnover) by many Member countries over the last few years, though these indicators were not necessarily comparable, especially with regard to the activities included. The Group also noted the close relationship between future work on the development of demand and output indicators for services and the development of appropriate price indices for this  sector. 

6.
Finally, in contrast to demand and output indicators for industry, similar indicators for services do not currently  receive as much attention/use by the user community at large and there is a need to compile and disseminate information on the use and interpretation of indicators for this sector. This entailed clarification of conceptual issues, firming up the relationship between indicators for services and those of other sectors and analysing the impact of movements in indicators for services to the overall business cycle. 

7.
Specific  future STESEG work in this area includes:

· firming up conceptual issues surrounding what is being or what should be measured in terms of demand, production and  output of various service sector activities, e.g. banking and financial services;

· clarifying the conceptual relationship between production indicators for indicators and related indicators for services which are normally based on turnover/sales;

· clarification of different methodologies for compiling output indicators for services, use of deflated values v. physical indicators;

· development of criteria on the activities that should be included in service indicators – non-market v. market; 

· the possibility of developing demand indicators for services (similar to those being developed by the US Bureau of Census);

· possible use of administrative data in lieu of direct collection,  though comparison of practice between countries could be difficult due to differing institutional environment;

· providing information, etc, to potential users of indicators for services to enable them interpret and use the data (refer para. 6 above).

8.
There is a need to ensure close contact and co-ordination of STESEG work on these issues with that of the Voorburg Group and the newly created joint OECD-Eurostat task force on price indices for services.  To facilitate the dissemination of the work of the task forces on this topic the OECD intends to  produce and an analytical publication covering demand/output indicators and price indices for services towards the end of 2003. This publication would cover the issues outlined in para. 7 above.

b. Timeliness/benchmarking

9.
The issue of timeliness received considerable attention during discussions at the meeting, though many countries highlighted the need for appropriate balance between further improvements in the timeliness of their indicators and accuracy. A range of methodologies and approaches to improve the timeliness of statistics and for achieving the appropriate balance with regards to accuracy were discussed. The use of benchmarking techniques as a possible means for making significant advances in this area was  highlighted, especially in the light of the recommendations of the recent EU-US comparison study. 

10.
Specific areas of future work entails:

· investigation of first release and revision strategies of Member countries for specific indicators and the impact these had on the use of the statistics, particularly on business cycle analysis;

· continuation of work on timeliness commenced in the EU-US benchmark study, e.g. consideration of  the impact of reference day v. reference month issues, clarification of collection dates, collection periods;

· development/investigation of techniques involving the  use of benchmarking techniques to make significant improvements in timeliness.

11.
Although not specifically related to improving timeliness, it was felt  there would also be benefits in sharing current national benchmarking experiences and techniques to ensure consistency between short-term indicators and annual national accounts, quarterly national accounts  and annual survey data.

c. Presentation/seasonal adjustment

12.
The issue of comparability was regarded as a key area of future work though not perhaps in the normal context of the term. Comparability covered two broad dimensions, comparability over time and comparability between countries. Of these, achieving greater comparability of a series over time was believed to be of higher importance to users and an  area of future work by STESEG. Specific work here includes the treatment of series breaks, practices for the compilation of back data (backcasting). 

13.
Whilst considerable work had been conducted by European Union countries to achieve greater harmonisation of short-term economic indicators it was believed that comparability with non-EU countries had a lower priority with regards to future work. Even within Europe it was felt that it was possible to live with less than perfect harmonisation, especially where the focus is on comparisons of level changes rather than absolute levels. 

14.
As an aside, it was felt that the focus in the area of comparability between countries should be on providing greater transparency on key aspects of methodology to enable the user to formulate an assessment of the impact of methodological difference between countries. Issues surrounding the availability of appropriate metadata were  discussed during the meeting though it was felt that work on these issues would be more appropriate for other forums such as METIS and SDMX
. 

15.
The main areas regarding presentation that would  benefit from future work by STESEG concerned the :

· identification of the different methods for estimation and presentation of growth rates and the  preparation of recommendations for best practice and transparency;

· time series length and the adoption of best practice for the presentation/explanation of series breaks in disseminated output. 

16.
With regard to seasonal adjustment, Eurostat is in the process of organising a number of  groups to work on seasonal adjustment to which the OECD and other international organisations, and non-EU OECD Members are invited to participate. It would be appropriate  to place these groups at the centre of international co-operation in the area of seasonal adjustment. However, there are a number of areas which could be addressed by STESEG on seasonal adjustment however, including:

·  recommendations on best practice in the dissemination of seasonal adjustment procedures  for the benefit of external users;

· formulation of recommendations on the presentation of data including raw data, seasonally adjusted data and  trend estimates;

· creation of a website to link seasonal adjustment work being conducted by various national agencies and international organisations (e.g. US Bureau of Census, Eurostat, OECD, Bank of Spain). This includes future research on seasonal adjustment techniques and enhancement of seasonal adjustment software.

d. Reducing the cost and burden to respondents

17.
Many  Member countries are faced with the imperative of reducing the cost of collecting data, both to meet declining budgets, and to reduce enterprise reporting burden. To do this, national statistical organisations are making greater use of administrative data in lieu of direct collection and using more efficient survey design techniques.  It was believed that differing institutional environments between Member countries precluded any significant benefits from any  comparative studies on the types of administrative data being used by different countries, though there may be benefit in sharing experiences (successes?) that some countries have had in influencing the quality (e.g. timeliness) of administrative data provided by other agencies.

18.
Whilst the development and implementation of improvements in this area is obviously primarily a matter of action by national agencies, many delegates also believed that STESEG would provide a useful forum for sharing and discussing experiences across OECD Member countries in the use of  techniques to reduce survey cost and respondent load. These include:

· more efficient sample design leading to possible  reductions in sample sizes;

· communication with respondents to gain their co-operation;

· use of new data collection/data capture techniques including the  internet as a medium for collecting information from respondents, exchange of information on  recent innovations in this area and analysis of the cost and benefits of their implementation.
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� Specific issues regarding metadata include:





the need to provide information on revision practices for each indicator; 





the need to provide simple documentation on differences in national practices in key aspects of methodology. The quantitative measurement of differences between countries was not considered practicable;





practices for the dissemination of metadata in on-line databases and websites;
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