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I.  Introduction 
 
1. Over the past few months, the Statistical Data and Metadata Exchange (SDMX) 
initiative has continued to develop and foster the implementation of its standards and guidelines 
for the exchange of statistical information. 

2. At the Seventh Session of the Committee for the Coordination of Statistical Activities 
(CCSA) SDMX was adopted, in principle, as the standards framework that International 
Organisations (IOs) recommend for data and metadata exchange. The full engagement of 
national statistical agencies was seen as critical in planning broad adoption around the world. It 
was further decided that the SDMX sponsoring organisations, and any other agencies that have 
already adopted SDMX and want to contribute, will develop an implementation plan to be 
presented at the next session of CCSA. Finally, the Committee agreed that it will seek 
endorsement of SDMX by the 2007 Session of the United Nations Statistical Commission 
(UNSC). 

3. The current report sets out how CCSA can facilitate the implementation of SDMX. In 
particular, the report discusses how IOs can use SDMX concepts and tools for their exchange 
of data and metadata both with national data providers and among themselves. Moreover, the 
report proposes a framework for the development of specific subject-matter nomenclatures and 
structures and the improvement of existing ones. Content guidelines are in fact believed to be 
as important as technical standards for effectively exchanging information via SDMX.  

4. The CCSA is asked to discuss these proposals and confirm that it wants to recommend 
to UNSC in March 2007 the adoption of SDMX for the whole international statistical system. 
In its opening session, in 1946, the UNSC indicated that: "Specific arrangement should be 
directed toward maximum co-operation in the collection, analysis and dissemination of the 
statistical information, the elimination of all undesirable duplication, the most efficient use of 
technical personnel, and the combined efforts to secure the greatest possible usefulness and 
utilization of statistical information and to minimize the burdens placed upon national 
governments and other organisations from which such information may be collected." (UNSC 
Report, 31 May 1946, Item 3, page 226). Of course, much has evolved since then: however, it 
would be significant that, in its 60th anniversary, the UNSC could adopt SDMX standards, 
which represent a fundamental step towards the achievement of those objectives.        
 

 
II. Progress in standards and guidelines 

5. All the major building blocks of the SDMX framework are now in place, providing 
technical standards and content-oriented guidelines to support more effective exchanges of 
quality data via modern technology. Benefits for international and national organisations using 
SDMX can impact reporting systems, internal processing systems (for compiling data and 
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metadata) and external dissemination (e.g. via the Internet). In particular, dissemination of 
national data and metadata using web technology and SDMX standards is seen as a way to 
reduce the international reporting burden, through the use of common formats and 
nomenclatures. 

6. The information model, formats and architecture that constitute SDMX Technical 
Standards (Version 2) were approved by the SDMX Sponsors Committee in November 2005. 
They are also being taken forward for approval by the International Organization for 
Standardization (ISO), which approved Version 1 as Technical Specification 17369 in April 
2005. 

7. A framework for SDMX Draft Content-Oriented Guidelines has been publicly 
reviewed over the past months via the SDMX website and this input is being taken into account 
in revising and extending these guidelines. Comments were also received via several meetings 
involving national statistical agencies from around the world, with broad positive agreement on 
the overall direction and the need to make further advances in the detailed specifications. The 
Content-Oriented Guidelines cover preliminary lists of cross-domain concepts and  statistical 
subject-matter domains; and a metadata common vocabulary. Each new release of the Content-
Oriented Guidelines is subject to formal approval by the SDMX Sponsors. 

8. At the technical level, the SDMX framework is already providing sufficient standards 
and mainstream mechanisms that can be applied to preparing and accessing data in common 
formats, allowing them to also be available via modern transmission techniques as well as 
using web technology. In the latter, data put on public and/or secure websites using SDMX 
standards can be retrieved by one or more international organisations for compilation and 
analytical purposes. 

9. Thanks to this work, all the basic building blocks necessary for the concrete use of 
SDMX standards are now available. Therefore, any organisation interested in using SDMX 
standards and tools to exchange data and metadata with its correspondents or for its internal use 
can do it.    

 

III. Progress in implementations 

10. Projects within and outside the SDMX sponsoring organisations are demonstrating 
practical ways of using SDMX, providing confirmation that these technical standards work. In 
particular, the following projects have been implemented or are underway (more details can be 
found on www.sdmx.org):  

• Dissemination of euro area statistics (ECB): to disseminate, simultaneously and in 
several languages, statistics (euro area aggregates and national components) 
produced by the Eurosystem;  

• Joint External Debt Hub (BIS, IMF, OECD, World Bank): to disseminate external 
debt statistics from creditor/market (international compilers) and debtor (national 
compilers) sources;  

• SDMX Open Data Interchange (Eurostat): to collect and disseminate in real-time 
short-term economic indicators in the European Statistical System; 
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• Joint Comtrade Statistics System (UNSD and OECD): to exchange international 
trade data between OECD and UNSD and keep up to date in real time two sister 
databases in New York and Paris;  

• Metadata Repositories (IMF): to facilitate the open exchange of reference 
metadata which are collected and stored in repositories, especially in the context of 
macroeconomic datasets, so that this information can be more efficiently received 
and updated from countries;  

• National Accounts World Wide Exchange (OECD): to update in real time the 
OECD database on national accounts using data released by national statistical 
offices.  

11. Other projects are also leading the way at other international organisations, e.g. FAO, 
UNDG/DevInfo and UNESCO. Some of this work involves tools that rely on SDMX standards 
and are expected to be helpful for outreach to developing countries.  

12. Meetings and projects involving national statistical agencies have indicated that 
SDMX implementations are being considered and taken forward around the world. In Europe, 
Eurostat and the European Central Bank are leading the way in SDMX activities in close 
coordination and cooperation with their national constituencies. Other initiatives have also been 
taken or are being given consideration in Australia, Canada, Mexico, New Zealand, Southern 
and Western Africa and the United States. Initial attention has focused on the main domains of 
economic, financial and trade statistics, with social statistics and those for food and agriculture 
also being brought into the implementation landscape.  

 

IV.  How to foster the implementation of SDMX?  

13. The full implementation of SDMX involves a series of parallel activities in SDMX 
sponsoring institutions, CCSA institutions, subject-matter domain groups and national 
statistical agencies. These activities are aimed to:  

a) Inform top managers in IOs, national statistical agencies, central banks and other data 
providers about the advantages of using SDMX standards and the related costs and 
benefits; 

b) Discuss with experts in information and communication technology (ICT) and statistics 
in these institutions technical, organisational and resource issues, as well as the 
opportunities deriving from the adoption of SDMX standards; 

c) Develop further SDMX technical standards and content-oriented guidelines, benefiting 
from input from practical implementations; 

d) Develop further SDMX data structure definitions (“key families”) and corresponding 
metadata structure definitions for specific statistical domains (such as national accounts, 
prices, balance of payments), wherever possible broadly adopting and building on those 
already available; 

e) Identify statistical domains that can benefit from the development of “joint hubs” (like 
the Joint Hub on External Debt Statistics). 
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Inform top managers 

14. To increase the awareness of the importance of SDMX for the functioning of the 
international statistical system several presentations have been given to various meetings where 
chief statisticians, head of statistics departments of central banks, heads of statistics units of IOs 
regularly meet, such as the Statistical Programme Committee (SPC) of Eurostat, the Statistics 
Committee of the OECD (CSTAT), the Statistics Committee of the ECB, CCSA, UNSC, etc. 
All these bodies have already expressed support to SDMX, thus we can conclude that, at least 
for the group of developed countries, a large part of the international statistical community 
already knows and supports SDMX.  

 

Discuss with ICT and statistical experts  

15. As far as technical discussions are concerned, SDMX has been discussed in several 
meetings, such as the ECE/OECD/Eurostat work sessions on statistical metainformation 
systems and on management of statistical information systems, as well as Eurostat, OECD, BIS 
and ECB technical groups, etc. The second CCSA meeting on Quality for IOs (held in 
Newport, in May 2006) clearly demonstrated the advantages of using SDMX content-oriented 
guidelines to structure data and metadata. Several countries are participating in pilot projects to 
exchange data and metadata with IOs or commenced using SDMX for internal purposes.  

16. A global conference on SDMX is being planned for January 2007. The first two days 
will aim to encourage broader understanding of its framework and an opportunity to see 
practical implementations. A third day will provide capacity-building sessions on technical and 
content-oriented topics. A User Guide and other materials are in preparation and will be made 
available in advance of the conference on the SDMX website.  

17. In March 2007 the UNSD will organise a global meeting of Chief Information 
Officers (CIOs) of statistical agencies. One session will be devoted to SDMX.  

18. International organisations that provide technical assistance and training to developing 
and emerging countries on statistical issues should consider including SDMX training sessions 
in their outreach to countries.  

 

Provide input about implementations to help advance SDMX standards and guidelines 

19. To facilitate info-sharing on SDMX implementations, the attached Annex 1 template 
can be used by CCSA institutions to indicate their projects over 2006-2007 that are expected to 
actively use SDMX, with a view to publishing them on the SDMX website alongside those 
being prepared by SDMX sponsoring institutions, subject-matter domain groups and national 
agencies. A summary will also be provided on www.sdmx.org.   

 

Develop SDMX structures for specific statistical domains 

20. Critical momentum in adoption and implementation of the SDMX framework is 
envisaged to be generated by IOs participating in CCSA. These institutions collectively cover a 
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broad range of statistical data and metadata, in some cases overlapping and complementary, 
and engage in collection and dissemination with many of the same countries around the world.  

21. However, while SDMX standards and content-oriented guidelines provide an effective 
tool for exchanging data and metadata, to apply SDMX rules to a specific statistical domain 
(e.g. national accounts, prices) it is necessary to develop the so-called “structure definitions” or 
to make use of existing ones more broadly. They represent the description, done according to 
SDMX standards and guidelines, of specific variables/objects (e.g. annual GDP at current 
prices, total employment, general index of consumer prices, etc.) that have to be exchanged. 
For example, for external debt statistics, the Inter-agency Task Force on Finance Statistics 
(TFFS) developed structure definitions used by all participating organisations to provide data 
and metadata that regularly update the joint hub. For national accounts, Eurostat and the ECB 
have developed structure definitions based on the Eurostat-OECD questionnaire annually sent 
to member countries to collect data and related metadata.     

22. In theory, two or more partners that want to exchange data and metadata among them 
using SDMX standards can develop their own data and metadata structure definitions. An un-
coordinated approach would quickly create a proliferation of structure definitions on the same 
statistical domains which could of course be mapped against each other but would make less 
efficient and effective the implementation of SDMX standards. A more co-ordinated approach 
would be highly beneficial. If structure definitions were developed in a co-ordinated way, they 
could be posted on the SDMX web site and made available to everyone that needs to exchange 
particular subsets of data and metadata. This would dramatically raise the benefit of SDMX 
standards and would maximise the possibility of data sharing among a large number of national 
and international agencies. 

23.  In a certain sense, the development of structure definitions for specific domains could 
be seen as an additional task for international statistical working groups already active in these 
domains. They are used to develop methodological recommendations, classifications, coding 
systems, etc. and therefore they could be asked to develop structure definitions for the specific 
domain for which they are responsible. For example, the Intersecretariat working group on 
national accounts could develop data structure definitions for all variables included in the SNA 
tables, the Intersecretariat working group on prices could do the same for CPI and PPI, etc. 
Statistical offices should also be involved in this activity, to ensure a smooth adoption of data 
structure definitions at national level.    

24. The recent experience of the TFFS can be useful in this respect. In fact, it supervised 
the work done by BIS, IMF, OECD and World Bank to build the Joint Hub on External 
Statistics. Therefore, it approved the specifications for the tables included in the Joint Hub, as 
well the data structure definitions. In this case, of course, there was already a joint data 
collection exercise run by the four organisations using other formats and the main problem was 
to convert and update the old specifications and exploit the emerging SDMX framework and 
tools. In a certain sense, one could say that this was an “easy” case, as a collaboration process 
was already in place via TFFS and all agencies had agreed on the compelling need to make 
their joint processes more efficient and to work together to achieve envisaged benefits. 

25. The problem is that only in few cases international working groups responsible for the 
development of methodological recommendations are also in charge of joint data collections. 
More often questionnaires are directly managed by international organisations, in a co-
ordinated way or independently from each other. Moreover, in several cases, multi-domain 
questionnaires are sent to national data providers. Therefore, a fully co-ordinated approach to 
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the development of data structure definitions might seem quite complex, time-consuming, 
expensive and even somewhat unrealistic.  

26. Considering all these possible difficulties, the broad development of data structure 
definitions can be carried out through five parallel step-by-step models, each of which is 
incremental and suited to provide benefits to specific situations as well as to the more general 
favourable impact on the international statistical system:  

− Use SDMX for batch exchange: international organisations already use SDMX formats 
for batch data exchange with national institutions for a wide range of statistics and 
these processes can be extended, facilitating more efficient data flows that can be 
handled by internal systems at sender and receiver ends of the exchange.       

− Use SDMX joint hubs: international organisations that already have joint data 
collections should think about the development of joint hubs, possibly under the 
auspices of existing international working groups. For example, Eurostat, OECD and 
UNESCO already use a joint questionnaire on education statistics and share data 
collection and verification work, and data are used to produce a joint publication. They 
could decide to move to SDMX standards both for data collection and data 
dissemination (joint hub), developing data structure definitions for all variables covered 
by the exercise.  

− Transform existing questionnaires according to the SDMX framework: organisations 
who already collect data through electronic questionnaires using Excel, GESMES, etc. 
can transform their questionnaires in SDMX format. This can be done individually or 
in a more co-ordinated way, both through bilateral contacts with other agencies active 
in the same field, or involving international working groups active in that particular 
statistical domain. Of course, when joint data collection activities are carried out by two 
or more IOs an agreement on data structure definitions has to be found among 
participants, wherever possible adopting and building on those already existing.  

− Use SDMX more rigorously in new questionnaires: if UNSC and CCSA confirm the 
use of SDMX as the agreed standard for data and metadata exchange, all IOs should 
commit themselves to use SDMX any time they start a new data collection activity. In 
this case, the development of data structure definitions should be done in close co-
operation with other IOs active in the same domain and using already developed 
structure definitions.  

− Use SDMX for dissemination: SDMX formats can also be used just to disseminate data, 
irrespective of how they have been collected. In this case IOs and national data 
providers should use as much as possible already developed data structure definitions.  

27. Of course, these activities could be done by groups of institutions working together or 
domain-by-domain, without necessarily altering existing governance structures. The main 
challenge is the co-ordination among these activities. In particular, somebody should ensure 
that data structure definitions are coherent with SDMX standards and guidelines, avoid 
duplication of effort, resolve possible inconsistencies, etc. 

28. To maximise the advantages for the international statistical system SDMX envisages a 
central repository of data structure definitions and monitoring of what is going on in this area, 
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ensuring full information about who is developing (or is going to develop) what structure 
definitions. 

 
 
V. Topics for Discussion 
 

29. The CCSA is encouraged to give consideration to the following: 

• comments on progress, including practical implementations, since the last CCSA 
meeting and the role that SDMX technical standards and content-oriented 
guidelines might play in helping to strengthen the international statistical 
system; 

• confirmation of CCSA's adoption of SDMX for data and metadata exchange of 
participating institutions, encouragement of its further development and use by 
others, and recommendation to UNSC in March 2007 to commend the goals and 
developments of SDMX and to encourage concrete implementation; 

• guidance on steps to foster greater awareness about SDMX developments among 
national and international statistical agencies and steps to encourage their input 
to SDMX standards-setting;  

• projects that might be initiated in CCSA institutions over the coming months 
involving SDMX standards and guidelines in various subject-matter domains, 
including possible capacity-building initiatives. 
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Annex 1 
 

Implementation Planning of SDMX: 2006-2007 
 
 

Name of Participating Institution(s) 

 
Name of Project / Implementation 

 
Summary Overview 

e.g. Internal (exchange, processing) / External (website) 

 
Statistical domains and metadata coverage 

e.g. national accounts, international financial statistics 

 
Countries and other international organisations 

involved in exchange and sharing of data and metadata 

 
Use of SDMX Technical Standards and Content-Oriented Guidelines* 

e.g. formats, architecture, cross-domain concepts, subject matter domains, common vocabulary 

 
Use of information technologies 

e.g. web services, web feeds, application servers, open source software 

 
Target Timetable / Date of Plan 

 
Contact name, address, email, phone 

 
Website of institution(s) 

 
 

* Please see www.sdmx.org for more details about SDMX Technical Standards (ISO/TS 17369) and 
Draft Content-Oriented Guidelines. 


