
STATISTICAL
CLASSIFICATIONS

A Strategic Perspective on the Future

Regional Workshop on International Statistical Classifications, Addis Ababa, 
May 2026

Franklin Assoumou Ndong 
(UN Committee of Experts on International Statistical Classification)

African NSOs & International Partner Organizations

5
Strategic

Challenges

1
Strategic

Vision

7
Priority

Recommendations



A Watershed Moment for Statistical Classifications

The 2020s have triggered an unprecedented convergence of major revisions across the entire international family of standards:

EC ON OM IC  ·  FU NCT IO NA L · E NVI RON ME NTA L

ISIC Rev. 5

Endorsed 2024

463 classes · Digital 
economy split · Renewable 
energy breakdowns

CPC Ver. 3.0

Endorsed 2024

Aligned with ISIC Rev. 5 · 
Explanatory notes finalized

COICOP 2018

Published 2024

First revision since 1999 · 
Links to System of Health 
Accounts

COFOG Rev.

In Progress → 2027

First revision since 1999 · 
Climate, gender & digital 
agenda

SIEC / CEP

Ongoing 2025

Energy products 
classification + 
Classification of 
Environmental Purposes 

(CEP)A CC O UNTS ·  OC C UPA TI ON S · SO CI AL  PR OTE CT IO N

SNA 2025

Endorsed 2025

First SNA revision since 
2008 · Digitalisation, 
natural capital, well-being

ISCO 2028

Under Review

Review of ISCO-08 · Digital 
& green occupations · 
Informal employment

ICD / ISCED

Ongoing alignment

Health & education 
classifications · Updated 
links to new SNA 2025

IC-TIP

Recently Adopted

Classification for 
Administrative Data on 
Trafficking in Persons

ICVAC

Recently Adopted

International Classification 
of Violence against 
Children

Key Question: With 10 classifications under simultaneous revision or adoption, are governance, capacity and funding systems keeping pace? UNCEISC 
is examining whether a 5-year cycle could better track rapidly evolving economic and social realities.



The Strategic Vision: Dynamic, Inclusive & Digitally Integrated

The current revision wave raises a deeper question: what kind of classification system does the 21st century require? Three strategic 
dimensions define the answer:

Technical Architecture

• Advance semantic web & linked data 
representations

• API-based access to codes, notes & 
correspondence tables

• Digital cross-referencing with 
vocabularies, taxonomies & 
ontologies

• Reduce cost and time of revisions 
through digital tools

• Machine-readable formats as the 
default dissemination standard

Dynamic User Collaboration

• Move beyond periodic formal 
consultation cycles

• Maintain ongoing, collaborative 
dialogue with data producers & 
users

• Real-time feedback loops to 
complement — not replace —
revision cycles

• Classifications as living, adaptive 
standards

• Engage government, academia, 
private sector & civil society 
continuously

Equity at the Centre

• Developing country needs as the 
primary design criterion

• Reduce complexity & resource 
burden of implementation

• Ensure hierarchies reflect informal 
economies & mixed-enterprise 
realities

• Design revision processes accessible 
to all NSOs, not just high-income

• A universal standard must genuinely 
serve the full global community

"Classifications aren't disappearing — they are adapting to a 21st century data world: more modular, more accessible, and more responsive to communities they serve."



Revision Cycles: Stability with Agility

THE STABILITY IMPERATIVE

• Long time series are the backbone of economic 
analysis

• Structural breaks impose real costs: 
reclassification, retraining, rebuilding 
concordances

• Costs amplified in lower-capacity environments 
(most African NSOs)

• Frequent revisions without support would deepen 
global inequality

THE AGILITY IMPERATIVE

• Platform economies, gig work, digital finance, 
green energy — all missing or misclassified

• Informal & semi-formal sectors dominant in Africa 

need attention 15-year cycles defer indefinitely

• ISIC Rev. 4 adopted in 2006 — over 15 years of 
transformation missed

• UNSC considering a 5-year revision cycle — a step 
in the right direction

VS

SOMETHING TO CONSIDER

A tiered architecture: structural revisions every 8–10 years + annual 'classification bulletin' for clarifications and minor updates.



Classification Principles Under Pressure

The Growing Non-Statistical Demand

ISIC / CPC

Tax collection · Business licensing · Trade 
facilitation

COICOP

VAT categorisation · Poverty lines · 
Purchasing power parity

COFOG

IMF/World Bank fiscal reporting · Budget 
structures · Debt analysis

Risk: Conceptual Drift

• Non-statistical users push for more detail aligned to regulatory or administrative definitions — not statistical ones

• Core principles at stake: mutual exclusivity · exhaustiveness · homogeneity · SNA production boundary coherence

African Opportunity: Admin data from tax authorities & registries is a valuable, underutilised source — but converge admin 
classifications toward international statistical standards, not the other way around.



Implementation: Bridging the Capacity Gap

2024

ISIC Rev. 5
full approval
+ SNA 2025

process begins

2025–26

Adapt national
classifications

& registers

2027+

ISIC Rev. 5 in
statistical
releases

The African Implementation Challenge

Technical

Business register 
reclassification & concordance 

building for 10+ revised 
standards

Human Capital

High staff turnover in technical 
roles; limited classification 

specialists

Infrastructure

Weak computing & fragmented 
donor support

Coordination

Weak NSO–admin data links; 
siloed institutions

Establish a dedicated regional implementation support facility (AFRISTAT/STATAFRIC) for ISIC Rev. 5, CPC Ver. 3.0, COICOP 2018 & SNA 

2025 — embed funding in National Strategies for the Development of Statistics (NSDSs).



The Funding Imperative

Classification work is chronically underfinanced — a false economy with system-wide consequences

International Level

→  UNSD & UNCEISC rely on voluntary 
expert secondments
→  Extrabudgetary project funding —
unstable and unpredictable
→  When donors reduce contributions, 
revision quality suffers

National Level

→  Many NSOs have no dedicated 
classification (standard) units at all
→  Classification work is absorbed as a 
secondary/tertiary function
→  Already overstretched staff: surveys + 
dissemination + classifications

Fiscal Context

→  Donor budget rationalization 
squeezing statistical offices
→  Foundational work loses out to more 
visible deliverables
→  Data inconsistencies cascade through 
the entire system

"Statistical classifications are global public goods. Like physical infrastructure, underfunding them is equivalent to allowing a country's road 
network to deteriorate: costs appear later, and fall disproportionately on those least able to bear them."



Governance: Roles, Responsibilities & the AI Dimension

The Four-Role Governance Framework

OWNER UN Statistical Commission Ultimate accountability & mandate for the classification

STEWARD UNSD Secretariat & Task Teams
Manages revision process, maintains documentation, coordinates 
expert input

CUSTODIAN National Statistical Office
Responsible for applying & interpreting the classification in national 
context

USER Govt agencies, researchers, private sector Relies on the classification to produce or analyze statistics

AI Governance Principles for Classification Stewards

Auditability of AI-assisted coding decisions  ·  Sovereignty over classification standards — not delegated to tech providers  ·  Inclusive governance 
to prevent AI adoption gaps  ·  Continuous monitoring of AI classification applications



Africa: From Standard-Takers to Standard-Shapers

01
Strategic
Participation

• COICOP 2018: 100 countries, 15 
int'l orgs consulted

• ISIC Rev.5 / CPC 3.0 (2022-2024): 
+/-100 countries and +/-13 int’l 
orgs participated

• COFOG revision consultation 
(2024–25): open to all

• SHaSA 2 & CoDGs: platforms for 
common African positions

• AFRISTAT & ECA as technical 
clearing houses

02
Informal Economy
Priority

• 70–90% of employment in 
informal sector in many African 
countries

• Existing classifications built around 
formalized market production

• African NSOs best placed to 
propose contextual adaptations

• Poverty, labour, national accounts 
all affected

03
Building Internal
Expertise

• ENSEA, ISSEA, ENSAE, EASTC: 
incorporate classification in 
curricula

• STATAFRIC accreditation for 
training harmonisation

• African Classification Network 
(AFRISTAT/STATAFRIC)

• Multilingual knowledge 
dissemination

The current wave of major revisions is a once-in-a-generation opportunity for Africa to move from passive adoption to active standard-
setting.



AI & The Digital Classification Ecosystem

Opportunities

✓
ML automates coding of economic units with high 
accuracy

✓ NLP detects new activities in filings & digital platforms

✓
AI-assisted concordance mapping accelerates version 
transitions

✓
Machine-readable classifications → linked data & API 
access

Risks for Africa

!
AI coding lacks interpretability — not reasoning from 
principles

!
Models trained on high-income country data may 
systematically misclassify African informal activities

! Algorithmic biases invisible and self-reinforcing

!
Classifications as AI training data: poor quality 
propagates errors at scale

UNSD/UNCEISC should seriously consider developing formal policy, directive or guideline: minimum AI coding standards · guidance on 

training data use · monitoring mechanism for AI applications of statistical classifications.



Strategic Priorities: A Unified Call to Action

Revision Cycles

Clear and previsible/predictable revision cycle (.e.g., Tiered 
architecture: 8–10 yr major cycles + annual classification bulletins for 
minor updates)

Classification Principles

Finalize a 'principles review' step with public documentation at the 
statistical/non-statistical boundary

Implementation

Multi-year regional facility for ISIC Rev. 5, CPC 3.0, COICOP 2018 & 
SNA 2025; embed in NSDSs

Funding & Resources

Dedicated, predictable funding via UN regular budget + explicit 
national NSDS budget lines or else

Governance Roles

Formally define Owner · Steward · Custodian · User for every 
classification; designate national custodians

AI & Standards

UNSD/UNCEISC formal AI policy or directive: coding standards, training 
data guidance, monitoring mechanism

African Engagement

African Classification Network: consolidate positions, build expert 
pool, produce multilingual informal economy guidance

Strategic Vision

Invest in linked data, API access, semantic web & AI integration; centre 
developing country needs in all future design

Regional Workshop on International Statistical Classifications  ·  Addis Ababa ·  May 2026
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