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How to Classify Units with ISIC Rev. 5
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to read the Rev. 4 → Rev. 5 correspondence table
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Three basic steps to classify any unit
The methodology UNSD recommends — applies equally to a smallholder herder, a mining cooperative, a contractor or a digital platform

1

Find information about the 
unit

Description of main activities (input, 
output, business model, production 
process). Any prior ISIC Rev. 4 code. 
Identify the principal activity from the 
start.

2

Study ISIC Rev. 5

Use the explanatory notes (scope, 
included/excluded items), the Rev. 5 
introduction (rules and principles) and the 
Rev. 4 → Rev. 5 correspondence table.

3

Establish an automated 
workflow

Rely on automatic mapping (keyword 
matching, fuzzy matching, AI/ML). 
Validate with spot checks and peer 
review. Build a feedback loop and a 'case 
law' centre for special units.
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Step 1 — Find information about the unit
What the classifier needs before opening ISIC Rev. 5

Brief description of main activities

Inputs (raw materials, IPP, capital), outputs (goods or services), business model, production process. For African units thisoften comes from 
the SBR record, the ministry register, or field enumeration — not from financial statements.

Any industry code already assigned

ISIC Rev. 4 code, NACE, the national equivalent (KSIC, ECEA, NCEAM, NSIC, SIC Ed. 7, NACI, GISIC, TZSIC, etc.). The correspondence table is the 
bridge — see slide 8.

Identify the principal activity early

If one activity clearly stands out (highest share of value added, dominant input use, dominant output stream), capture it from the start. Multi-
activity units are the harder case — apply the top-down method.

Document what is NOT the principal

Secondary, ancillary and own-account activities should be flagged. They will be coded separately (or treated as ancillary) — they should not 
be lost.

ISIC Rev. 5 in Africa — General Rules for Coding Economic Activities with ISIC Foundations



Step 2 — Study ISIC Rev. 5
Three reference documents the classifier needs at hand

Rev. 5 explanatory notes
The authoritative scope statement for each section, division, group and class. Lists included activities, excluded activities , and exceptional 
cases. Always read both the section under consideration AND its neighbours (especially the 'excludes' lists).

Rev. 5 introduction
Defines classification principles: principal activity, top-down method, value-added rule, treatment of vertical integration, outsourcing/FGP, 
intermediation, ancillary activities. The classifier's working manual.

Rev. 4 → Rev. 5 correspondence
Bi-directional table at the four-digit class level. Indicates whether each class is unchanged, has had its title or scope modified, has been 
broken down, or has been merged. See slide 8 for how to read it.
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Step 3 — Establish an automated workflow
Manual coding does not scale. Automation + validation + feedback is the operating model African NSOs should adopt

Automate first

Keyword matching against the alphabetical 
index

Fuzzy matching for misspelt or vernacular 
descriptions

Machine learning / AI assistants trained on 
existing coded units

Custom scripts incorporating national rules 
and thresholds

Validate

Spot checks on special cases (FGP, 
intermediation, holding companies, mixed 
farming, ASM)

Manual validation on a small representative 
subset

Peer review across the NSO classifications 
team

Reconciliation against ministry registers 
(mines, livestock, EPZ)

Feedback loop

Build a national 'case law' centre — same 
answer for the same kind of unit

Cross-team consultation: classifications, SBR, 
national accounts, BoP, trade

Use the UNSD Classifications Hotline 
(chl@un.org) for difficult cases

Coordinate continentally via STATAFRIC, 
AFRISTAT, AfDB and AUC
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The intermediation rule — Rev. 5's signature change
Non-financial intermediation is now classified by what is intermediated, not by digital vs. non-digital or by source of revenue

D e f i n i t i o n  ( I S I C  R e v .  5  i n t r o d u c t i o n ,  p a r a g r a p h  1 5 8 )

Non-financial intermediation services activities are activities that facilitate transactions between buyers and sellers for the ordering and/or 
delivering of goods and services for a fee or commission, without supplying the services or taking ownership of the goods that are 
intermediated.

R e v .  5  I G N O R E S

✗ Whether the platform is digital or non-digital

✗ The source of revenue (commission, fee, advertising)

✗ The legal form of the operator

✗ Whether the operator is national or pan-African

R e v .  5  U S E S

✓ The nature of the goods or services being intermediated

✓ Whether the unit takes ownership of the goods

✓ The principal activity by share of value added

✓ Distinct dedicated classes for each intermediation type

Dedicated classes (non-exhaustive): 4790 retail · 5232 passenger transport · 5231 freight · 5540 accommodation · 6120 telecom · 6821 real estate · 6039 
content distribution
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Wholesale, retail or intermediation? The ownership question
The single decision that drives most platform classifications

Does the unit take ownership of the goods being traded?

YES — takes ownership

Wholesale or retail trader
— classify in Section G

Choose the class by what is sold (food, electronics, apparel, fuel, etc.) and 
whether the activity is wholesale (Division 46) or retail (Division 47). The 
medium of sale — physical store, market stall, online — does NOT 
determine the class.

NO — pure intermediation

Intermediation service activity
— classify in dedicated class

Choose the dedicated class by what is intermediated: retail (4790), 
passenger transport (5232), freight (5231), accommodation (5540), real 
estate (6821), telecom (6120), content (6039).

Mixed (own inventory + third-party intermediation): apply the top-down method — classify by the activity with the highest share 
of value added.
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Reading the Rev. 4 → Rev. 5 correspondence table
Four relationship types — recognising them is essential when migrating a national classification

Relationship What it means for migration
Entries (of 603 in 
the table)

One-to-one (no change)
Class is identical in scope. Direct migration — keep the existing code (or its renumbered 
equivalent) and re-validate the explanatory notes.

288

Many-to-one (take-over)
A Rev. 5 class absorbs activities from several Rev. 4 classes. NSOs must consolidate units 
that were previously coded separately.

122

One-to-many (breakdown)
A Rev. 4 class is split into several Rev. 5 classes. NSOs must re-examine each unit 
individually — the old code is no longer sufficient.

16

Many-to-many
Activities are partly transferred between classes. The hardest case — units must be re-
examined and reassigned class by class, often with auxiliary information.

177

Practical implication for African NSOs: the 16 + 177 = 193 entries with one-to-many or many-to-many relationships are exactly where automatic 
migration breaks down. Plan for manual review on those.
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Worked case: products downloadable from the Internet
How Rev. 5 redrew a boundary — the channel no longer determines the class

Under ISIC Rev. 4

Class 4791 — Retail sale via mail order houses or via Internet

Internet downloads (music, video, software) were treated as retail sale 
— same class as ordering a physical CD from a mail-order catalogue. The 
medium of sale defined the class.

Under ISIC Rev. 5

Class 4791 expires — content moves to multiple homes

Activities involving products downloadable from the Internet → class 
6039 (content distribution, Section J). Other Rev. 4 4791 content moves 
to retail classes 4711–4774 by goods sold, and to 4790 (intermediation) 
for marketplace activity.

Source: ISIC Rev. 4 → Rev. 5 correspondence table (UNSD, 17 January 2025) — change type "RC3.2 take-over; RC4.1 breakdown". Class 4791 expires entirely; its content proceeds 
as part of the existing retail classes 4711–4774 and as part of the emerging classes 4790 and 6039.

The general lesson
Rev. 5 classifies by the economic nature of the activity, not by the channel through which it reaches the user. Streamed or downloaded 
content is content distribution (6039) — not retail (Section G).
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Resources & references

ISIC Rev. 5 — official text

https://unstats.un.org/unsd/classifications/Econ — introduction (classification rules and principles) and explanatory notes

Rev. 4 → Rev. 5 correspondence table

Same address — bi-directional, 4-digit class level, GSIM-typed change descriptions

ISIC Rev. 5 alphabetical index

Searchable index of activity descriptions to ISIC classes — essential for keyword and fuzzy matching

UNSD Classifications Hotline

chl@un.org — for difficult cases that the explanatory notes do not resolve

STATAFRIC / AFRISTAT / AfDB / AUC

Continental coordination bodies for African statistical classifications

UNSD/STATAFRIC Addis Ababa 2026 workshop

Continental forum for harmonised Rev. 5 implementation across African NSOs — May 2026

Companion decks in this series

Section A (pastoralism), B (ASM), C (FGP), G (intermediation), L (mobile money)
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