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REPORT ON THE ACTIVITIES OF THE WORKING PARTY ON INDICATORS
FOR THE INFORMATION SOCIETY

WPIIS Secretariat, OECD

1. The development of appropriate statistical indicators about the information economy and
information society are essential for an adequate understanding of the mechanisms and trends
occurring in this field and to permit an adequate base for policy development and monitoring.  This
premise led, in 1997, to the formation of an ad-hoc statistical experts group (the ICCP Statistical
Panel), the aim of which was to establish a set of definitions and methodologies to facilitate the
compilation of internationally comparable data for measuring various aspects of the information
society, the information economy and electronic commerce.

2. Late in 1998 this ad-hoc group was afforded the status of a Working Party and the first meeting of
the Working Party on Indicators for the Information Society (WPIIS) was held in April 1999.  The
WPIIS is chaired by Dr Fred Gault, Statistics Canada, with Sweden and France providing the vice-
chairs.  This paper discusses the work program of the WPIIS.

3. The WPIIS meets only once a year;  however a number of the issues that it addresses are also of
interest to the Voorburg Group, which meets annually to discuss matters associated with Services
statistics.  Discussions at the October 1999 meeting of that Group will enable thinking on a number
of the issues to be advanced more rapidly than would otherwise be the case.

An activity-based definition of the Information and Communication Technology (ICT) Sector

4. The initial task of the ad-hoc group was to develop an internationally agreed definition of the ICT
sector1.  The activity-based OECD definition for the ICT sector was approved by the WPIIS in June
1998 and declassified by the Information, Computer and Communication Policy Committee (ICCP)
in September 1998.

5. The definition of the ICT Sector was based on the following principles:

a) For manufacturing industries, the products of a candidate industry must:

• be intended to fulfil the function of information processing and communication, including
transmission and display;  or

• use electronic processing to detect, measure and/or record physical phenomena, or to
control a physical process.

Components primarily intended for use in such products are also included.

                                                     
1. A discussion paper was debated at the 1997 meeting of the ad-hoc group and at a number of other international

meetings throughout 1997 and early 1998, leading to a revised paper being presented to the April 1998
meeting of the ad-hoc experts group.
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b) For service industries, the products of a candidate industry must:

• be intended to enable the function of information processing and communication by
electronic means.

6. The definition, specified in terms of ISIC rev 3 industries is shown in the box below.

Manufacturing

3000 Manufacture of office, accounting and computing machinery
3130 Manufacture of insulated wire and cable
3210 Manufacture of electronic valves and tubes and other electronic components
3220 Manufacture of television and radio transmitters and apparatus for line telephony and

line telegraphy
3230 Manufacture of television and radio receivers, sound or video recording or reproducing

apparatus, and associated goods
3312 Manufacture of instruments and appliances for measuring, checking, testing, navigating

and other purposes, except industrial process control equipment
3313 Manufacture of industrial process control equipment

Services -- goods related

5150 Wholesale of machinery, equipment and supplies
7123 Renting of office machinery and equipment (including computers)

Services -- intangible

6420 Telecommunications
72 Computer and related activities

It should be noted that only those parts of the Wholesale industry class (5150) that relate to ICT goods and
services should be included.  In countries where telecommunication services are included as part of radio and
television services, the latter should also be included.

Implementation of the definition

7. The 1999 meeting of WPIIS took this definition to its next stage by agreeing to a strategy to
implement it into OECD official statistics in time for the IT Outlook 2000 report.  In broad terms,
the strategy was for the OECD to extend its ISIS data collection being undertaken in the middle of
1999 to collect data about the ICT sector.  This meant that the ISIS collection sought information
about the specific industry classes shown above.

8. This strategy was adopted so that the number of OECD requests to member countries would be
minimised.  It was recognised that the 1999 ISIS data collection was for the first time trying to
collect data in terms of ISIC Rev 3 and was to include for the first time all of the Services sector.  It
thus now includes all of the ICT sector industry classes and was thought to be an efficient way of
meeting WPIIS needs as well as those for ISIS.

9. The data item content in the ISIS questionnaire is quite extensive including most of the known
requirements for data about the ICT sector.  Thus it was decided to request the same data items for
the ICT sector.
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10. The strategy to date has been less successful than originally hoped;  as at 18 August 1999, ISIS
questionnaires have been received for only 17 countries.  Even for these, there are a significant
number of deficiencies in the data sets provided.  For the ICT sector, none have been able to provide
all the data requested;  many countries have been able to provide some of the data, but there are
often data item gaps or industrial class gaps.

11. The WPIIS Secretariat is now approaching its delegates to see if a subset of data, sufficient for
developing the most important ICT sector indicators can be obtained, separately from the main body
of the ISIS questionnaire.  In this way it is hoped that sufficient indicators can be developed in time
for the IT Outlook 2000 Report.  This follow up is being co-ordinated with ISIS reminder and query
action.

12. It is hoped that by the middle of September, it will be possible to provide a more comprehensive
report on the availability of ICT sector indicators, based on the agreed definition.

A Commodity Definition of the ICT Sector

13. When the activity-based definition of the ICT sector was agreed, it was recognised that it in itself
was only a proxy measure of the ICT sector.  In a number of cases, the ISIC industries do not
uniquely define those business enterprises that undertake information and/or telecommunication
technology activities.  The second phase of the definition process was therefore to look at the
specific goods and/or services which might most appropriately be called ICT sector goods and
services and to develop a definition based on these.  This phase of the work has now begun and a
provisional paper on the goods component of this definition was presented at the April 1999 WPIIS
meeting.  That paper is now being revised and will be circulated to member countries later this year.
Eurostat is providing the lead role in this work.

14. Statistics Canada is taking the lead role in developing a definition of the Services commodities
component of the ICT sector and is preparing a paper for discussion on the topic at the Voorburg
Group (on Services Statistics) meeting in October, 1999.  Subsequent to the discussion at the
Voorburg group meeting, the definition will be revised, combined with the Manufactured goods
component, and represented to the 2000 meeting of WPIIS and subsequently for endorsement by
ICCP.

Definition of the Content Sector

15. The activity-based ICT sector definition is limited to those industries which facilitate, by electronic
means, the processing, transmission and display of information, and it excludes the industries which
create the information, the so-called ‘content’ industries.  The ‘content’ sector is a rapidly growing
sector of the economy and of intense interest to policy makers.

16. A key aspect of the work of the WPIIS is to reach an agreed definition of the ‘content’ sector.
France, with the assistance of Canada, has been working on this issue.  A discussion paper was
presented to the April 1999 meeting of WPIIS;  after vigorous debate France agreed to review the
concepts it had proposed in that paper and prepare another discussion paper, this time for the
Voorburg group meeting in October 1999.  After that review, it is hoped that it will be possible to
present a final proposal to the 2000 meeting of WPIIS and shortly afterwards to ICCP.
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17. The work being undertaken is looking at the issue of a ‘content’ sector, both in terms of industries
and commodities.  A number of OECD Member countries agreed to provide input to the drafting
group in time for the preparation of the final Voorburg group paper.

Definition of the Information Economy and the Information Society

18. After the definitional work has been done with respect to the ICT sector and the Content sector,
WPIIS will then return to review its definitions of the Information Economy and the Information
Society.  At its June 1998 meeting, WPIIS saw the latter concepts as being strongly linked to the
concepts and definition being developed for of the former.  Thus it is appropriate to review that
finding in light of the definitions adopted for the ICT and Content sectors and reach an international
agreement on what is meant by the terms “information economy” and “information society”.

Definition and Measurement of Electronic Commerce

19. There is currently a lack of reliable and internationally comparable statistics that measure the level,
growth and composition of electronic commerce.  In addition there is no consistent definition of
electronic commerce and the term has been used to mean different things by various analysts,
statisticians, researchers and policy makers in Member countries.

20. The OECD e-commerce action plan endorsed by Ministers at the 1998 conference on Electronic
commerce (Ottawa, October 1998) included “Initiate work on defining and measuring electronic
commerce” as one of its seven action points.  This led to the organisation of an OECD Workshop
(21 April 1999), which brought together the expertise of business, policy makers, researchers and
statisticians to discuss issues of definition and measurement of e-commerce.  Subsequently the
WPIIS decided to create an Expert Group on Defining and Measuring E-commerce with a mandate
to “compile definitions of electronic commerce which are policy relevant and statistically feasible”.
In developing definitions and measures of electronic commerce the Expert Group should be “fully
aware of the policy needs for indicators and data in the domain of electronic commerce”.  Thirteen
Member countries, Eurostat and Singapore (participating as an Observer) agreed to participate in the
work.  In this work, WPIIS is collaborating closely with the Working Party on the Information
Economy  (WPIE).

21. A progress report on the activities of this group is being prepared for the OECD Paris Forum on e-
commerce to be held in October of this year and will be available by the time of the National
Accounts meeting.

Development of Model surveys for the Use of ICTs in Business, Government and the Household
Sectors

22. Another aspect of the statistical framework component of the WPIIS is to develop model surveys for
measuring the use of ICT goods and services in the Business enterprise, Government and Household
sectors of the economy.

23. The most developed area for the measurement of the use of ICTs is in respect of the Business
enterprise sector.  Statistics Sweden presented a draft paper on this topic to the 1999 meeting of the
WPIIS;  that proposal is being redeveloped by the Nordic countries and a paper on it is to be
presented to the Voorburg Group meeting in October.  That proposal will be reviewed and modified
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after that meeting and will then be subsequently reviewed by WPIIS at its meeting to be held in
April 2000.  The Voorburg group paper should be available by the time of the National Accounts
meeting and can be made available to delegates if required.

24. Statistics Canada is taking the lead in looking at the issue of a model survey for the Government
sector.  Only a small number of countries have undertaken any surveying in this area and so there is
not a great deal of experience to draw on.  The current work plan calls for the Canadians to present
to the 2000 WPIIS meeting a paper on country practices and experiences, hopefully leading to the
development of a model survey a year later.

25. The Australian Bureau of Statistics is currently playing the lead role in developing a model survey
for the Household sector surveys.  It presented a discussion paper on member country practices
(reference) to the 1999 meeting of WPIIS and is currently preparing a proposal for further
development of a model survey for the April 2000 meeting of WPIIS.  That paper is expected to be
available for preliminary discussion later this year.

The Challenges

26. WPIIS needs to react quickly to develop measurable standards and definitions to assist Member
countries achieve their goals of supplying policy relevant indicators.  International debate and
discussion about the information society, the information economy and e-commerce is escalating at
a rapid rate.  Policy makers want information now, even before standards and definitions have been
agreed.  In individual Member countries, Statistical Agencies are being expected to develop
indicators to help measure these new phenomena and study their impacts.  The developments to date
have, in the main, been developed without the input from National Accounts statisticians.

27. This meeting might care to consider if:

a) there are any aspects of the development of ICT and related statistical indicators which would
benefit from the input of National Accounts statisticians and, if so, how they might make this
contribution, and

b) there are some aspects of the developments in electronic commerce, the information economy
and the information society which impact on the National Accounts framework, and
measurement, and, if so, how these might be incorporated into that framework.

Comments of delegates on any of the aspects of the WPIIS work program contained in this paper are
most welcome.  They can be forwarded directly to the WPIIS secretariat (contact -
Bill.Pattinson@oecd.org).


