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What is ISIC?
The international reference for classifying economic activities — used by national statistical offices worldwide

I S I C  s t a n d s  f o r

International Standard Industrial Classification of All Economic Activities

It is the international standard classification of economic activities — published and maintained by the United Nations Statistics Division.

Statistical use

Groups statistical units into industries — for example, the 
industry of "raising camels and camelids" as defined in ISIC 
Rev. 5 class 0143.

Administrative use

Increasingly used beyond statistics — tax collection, business 
licensing, regulatory reporting and trade-policy frameworks 
all rely on ISIC codes.
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A history spanning more than 75 years
From the original 1948 classification to Revision 5 endorsed in 2024

1948

Original
ISIC adopted

Rev. 1 Rev. 2 Rev. 3 Rev. 3.1 Rev. 4 Rev. 5

Endorsed by
UNSC, 2024

The Revision 5 process — a four-year journey

June 2019 Revision started by the Technical Subgroup of ISIC

2021 (52nd) UNSC endorsed revising ISIC Rev. 4 and approved the ToR of the new ISIC and CPC task team

2023 (54th) Complete structure of ISIC Rev. 5 endorsed by UNSC

2024 (55th) ISIC Rev. 5 endorsed in full — including explanatory notes, introductory text and implementation plan
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A four-level hierarchical structure
Mutually exclusive and collectively exhaustive — every economic activity has exactly one ISIC code at each level

G
S E C T I O N

Wholesale and retail trade
Highest level —
alphabetic

46
D I V I S I O N

Wholesale trade Two-digit

464
G R O U P

Wholesale of household goods Three-digit

4641
C L A S S

Wholesale of textiles, clothing and footwear Most detailed — four-digit

Worked example shown above: how a unit selling textiles wholesale gets its full ISIC Rev. 5 code G → 46 → 464 → 4641
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Statistical units — what gets classified
ISIC can theoretically be applied to any unit, but four standard types are defined by activity and location

Partition by location
No Yes

Partition
by activity

No

Yes

Enterprise

No partition by either activity or location — the unit as a 
whole

Local unit

Partitioned by location only — one site, possibly multiple 
activities

Kind-of-activity unit

Partitioned by activity only — one activity across possibly 
multiple locations

Establishment

Partitioned by both activity and location — also called the 
local kind-of-activity unit

ISIC's structure and detail are geared toward measuring production. The establishment and the kind -of-activity unit are usually the most suitable units in 
practice.
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The principal activity rule
ISIC classifies a statistical unit by the activity that contributes most to its value added — not by appearance

D e f i n i t i o n

The principal activity of an economic entity is the 
activity that contributes most to the value added of 
the entity.

At each level of ISIC, a unit is assigned to one and only one ISIC code. 
Only the principal activity is used to classify the unit.

W o r k e d  e x a m p l e

A shipyard that only dismantles ships

Even though it looks like a shipyard, it is classified in 3830 (Materials 
and other waste recovery) — not 3011 (Building of ships and floating 
structures) — because its actual activity is ship-breaking.

What is an "industry"?

The set of statistical units that are classified into the same ISIC category is often referred to as an "industry":

• The furniture industry — all units classified in ISIC division 31 (Manufacture of furniture)
• The construction industry — all units classified in ISIC section F (Construction)
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Four criteria for classifying activities
Activities that are similar with respect to these criteria are grouped together in ISIC categories

Inputs

The inputs of goods, services and factors of production used in the activity.

Process

The process and technology of production — at the lowest level (4-digit 
class), emphasis is given to similarities in the process.

Outputs

The characteristics of outputs (products) — typically the most observable 
defining feature of the activity.

Use

The use to which the outputs are put — what role they play in the wider 
economy.

A pragmatic approach is maintained — at higher levels, the analytical use of the categories matters more than strict mechanical application of the 
criteria.
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The top-down method
When a unit has multiple activities, classify it level by level — from the highest to the lowest

Principle: the classification of a unit at the lowest level must be consistent with the classification of the unit at the higher levels of the 

structure.

1
Identify the section
Find the section that has the highest share of the value added.

2
Identify the division
Within that section, find the division with the highest share of value added.

3
Identify the group
Within that division, find the group with the highest share of value added (special rules apply for wholesale and retail trad e).

4
Identify the class
Within that group, find the class with the highest share of value added — this is the unit's ISIC code.
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Top-down method — a worked example
An enterprise with nine activities across three sections — where does the principal classification land?

Section Div. Group Class Description % VA

C 25 251 2512 Manufacture of tanks, reservoirs and containers of metal 7

C 28 281 2816 Manufacture of lifting and handling equipment 8

C 28 282 2821 Manufacture of agricultural and forestry machinery 3

C 28 282 2822 Manufacture of metal-forming machinery and machine tools 21

C 28 282 2824 Manufacture of machinery for mining, quarrying and construction 8

C 29 293 2930 Manufacture of parts and accessories for motor vehicles 5

G 46 461 4610 Wholesale on a fee or contract basis 7

G 46 465 4659 Wholesale of other machinery and equipment 28

N 71 711 7110 Architectural and engineering consultancy activities 13

Top-down result → Section C (62% VA) → Division 28 (40%) → Group 282 (32%) → Class 2822 (highest in 282)
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Why a Revision 5? Three objectives in balance
Every ISIC revision must balance three competing objectives — Rev. 5 was no exception

Relevance

Reflect new industries, new production 
patterns, and new needs for economic 
analysis. Capture the digital, 
intermediation and sharing economies.

Comparability

Improve linkages to major regional 
classifications — NACE Rev. 2.1, NAICS, 
ANZSIC, and others — so that 
international statistical comparison 
remains meaningful.

Continuity

Maintain close links to the previous 
version of ISIC. Avoid disrupting national 
time series and existing administrative 
systems where not strictly necessary.

The main task of any ISIC revision is balancing these three objectives — they pull in different directions.
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Main changes in ISIC Rev. 5
Seven thematic clusters of change — driven by new economic realities and alignment with the 2025 SNA

S e c t i o n G Wholesale and retail trade

Online vs. in-store distinction eliminated. Division 45 (motor vehicles) removed 

and redistributed. Repair moved to Section T.

A l l  s e c t ors Intermediation services

New dedicated classes for non-financial intermediation, classified by what is 

intermediated — 4790, 5232, 5540, 6120 and others.

S e c t i o n C Factoryless Goods Producers (FGP)

Updated criteria: ownership of inputs now includes intellectual property 
products. FGPs stay in Section C as if they manufactured the goods themselves.

S e c t i o ns  J– K ICT split and computing infra.

Section J of Rev. 4 split into J (publishing & content) and K (telecom, software, 
computing). New group 631 for cloud and computing infrastructure.

S e c t i o n L Finance — new classes

More breakdowns for financial activities. New classes including 6422 (financing 

conduits), 6431 (money market funds), and updated 6491 (financial leasing).

M u l t i p l e Environment & energy

New classes 3511/3512 (renewable vs non-renewable power generation), new 

8413 (regulation of environmental services), carbon capture in Division 39.

S e c t i o ns  P/S Education, arts & culture

Section P aligned with ISCED — split of pre-primary and primary education. 
Section S reorganised for arts creation, performing arts, museums, heritage.

Plus a comprehensive review at the class level (e.g. quails added to 0146; ICBM moved from 3030 to 2520) and aligned treatment of crypto-assets across 6310, 6499, 6612, 
6619 and 8299.
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ISIC keeps growing — and the work continues
Each revision adds detail; the next phase focuses on correspondences and supporting materials

Increase in detail across revisions

Rev. 3 Rev. 4 Rev. 5

Sections 17 21 22

Divisions 60 88 87

Groups 159 238 258

Classes 292 419 463

The way forward with ISIC Rev. 5

Correspondences

ISIC Rev. 4 → Rev. 5; ISIC Rev. 5 → NACE Rev. 2.1; ISIC Rev. 5 → CPC Ver. 3.0

Supplementary materials

Alphabetical index, case law centre, alternative structure, implementation 
guidelines

Standing Task Team

On ISIC and CPC — to make the revision process more predictable and 
responsive to user needs

ISIC Rev. 5 is aligned with the 2025 System of National Accounts — the classification spine and the accounting framework now move together.
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Resources
Where to find ISIC Rev. 5 and supporting materials

ISIC Rev. 5 — official text

Will become available as an official UN publication. Currently available at https://unstats.un.org/unsd/classifications/Econ

ISIC Rev. 5 explanatory notes

Authoritative scope statements for each section, division, group and class — the classifier's binding reference

Rev. 4 → Rev. 5 correspondence table

Bi-directional, four-digit class level, with GSIM-typed change descriptions

International Family of Classifications

ISIC Rev. 5 sits alongside CPC Ver. 3.0, NACE Rev. 2.1, ISCED, and others — see https://unstats.un.org/unsd/classifications/Family

UNSD Classifications Hotline

chl@un.org — for difficult cases not resolved by the explanatory notes

2025 System of National Accounts

ISIC Rev. 5 is aligned with the 2025 SNA — the two should be implemented together

Introduction to ISIC Rev. 5 — for the UNSD/STATAFRIC Regional Workshop on International Statistical Classifications, Addis Ababa, May 2026
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