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1. Introduction 

This paper follows on from previous papers presented by the OECD1 2 3 4 5outlining the 

need for, and the possibilities of a framework for a digital satellite account. This paper 

leverages heavily on the work presented in those previous papers. The demand from users 

for information on where and how the economy has been most impacted by digitisation has 

increased, creating a more urgent need for consensus on classifications and definitions that 

would facilitate such a satellite account. 

Feedback from various workshops has led to a better understanding about what is not only 

desired from a proposed account but also what may be possible for statistical compilers to 

achieve. This paper provides a final proposal on digital supply and use tables which will 

hopefully strike a balance between what is practically possible and statistically informative. 

That is not to say that the proposal is final, the paper also includes several questions for the 

Advisory Group6 to consider and provide feedback on. As noted in previous papers, the 

proposed level of detail described is deliberately ambitious, and whilst it tries to stay as 

close as possible to what is currently realistically measurable, this is often only theoretically 

possible, requiring in some cases changes to current conventional business and household 

surveys.  

Rather than pre-empt and close-off discussions on potential improvements to information 

sources however, we have chosen to include items that may require additional information, 

noting that not all disaggregation’s will be able to be completed immediately by statistical 

compilers. The proposed digital supply and use tables allows for completion at various 

levels of aggregation that can potentially be gradually expanded when practically possible, 

depending on internal resources available within National Statistical Offices (NSOs).   

The overarching requirement of the digital satellite account is to provide scope for 

statistical agencies to respond to questions regarding the digital economy. It would provide 

a more definitive estimate to users regarding what is and isn’t being measured in the digital 

economy, as well as provide the ability to have international comparisons of key lower 

level indicators of digital activity.  

                                                      

1 OECD Statistics Working Papers, No. 2016/07, "Measuring GDP in a Digitalised Economy", OECD 

Publishing, Paris. Available at https://doi.org/10.1787/5jlwqd81d09r-en. 

2 OECD (2017b), Measuring Digital Trade: Towards a Conceptual Framework, STD/CSSP/WPTGS (2017)3. 

Available at 

http://www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=STD/CSSP/WPTGS(2017)3&docL

anguage=En 

3 OECD (2017c), Summary of Responses of the Advisory Group: Survey of on Digital Economy Typology, 

STD/CSSP/WPNA(2017)1. Available at  

http://www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=STD/CSSP/WPNA(2017)1&docLa

nguage=En  

4 OECD (2017d), Issue Paper on a Proposed Framework for a Satellite Account for Measuring the Digital 

Economy, STD/CSSP/WPNA(2017)10. Available at  

http://www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=STD/CSSP/WPNA(2017)10&docL

anguage=En  

5 Towards a Framework for Measuring the Digital Economy, paper presented at 35th IARIW General 

Conference, Copenhagen, Denmark, August 20-25, 2018 Available at 

 http://www.iariw.org/copenhagen/ribarsky.pdf 
6 The term Advisory Group is used to represent the “informal advisory group on Measuring GDP in a digitalised 

Economy”. 

http://www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=STD/CSSP/WPTGS(2017)3&docLanguage=En
http://www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=STD/CSSP/WPTGS(2017)3&docLanguage=En
http://www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=STD/CSSP/WPNA(2017)1&docLanguage=En
http://www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=STD/CSSP/WPNA(2017)1&docLanguage=En
http://www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=STD/CSSP/WPNA(2017)10&docLanguage=En
http://www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=STD/CSSP/WPNA(2017)10&docLanguage=En
http://www.iariw.org/copenhagen/ribarsky.pdf
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As proposed in previous papers, this account also includes an avenue to estimate the value 

of services and data that is currently outside the SNA production boundary. This includes 

both services consumed for “free” from profit seeking organisations as well as the increased 

use of free assets. While this is likely to be one of the last cells completed in the digital S-

U tables, it has been included due to the importance that these services play in the digital 

economy. The subject of data is not explored at length in this paper however, an issues 

paper7 on the recording and measurement of data has been written to provide additional 

guidance on the many issues that relate to this subject. 

More specifically the account when fully populated would be able to inform on the 

following:  

i. The total value of all transactions in goods and services that meet the digital 

transaction definition, both from a final demand and an output point of view. 

ii. The total output of the digitally enabling industries. 

iii. The level of investment in digitally related capital goods split by the various 

sub-groups undertaking production using digital means.  

iv. The total value of e-commerce (i.e. digitally ordered goods and services).  

v. The total value of services provided by intermediary platforms as a separate 

proportion of the overall value of the goods and services being provided by the 

producer. 

vi. The imputed value of free services provided and used by households and 

enterprises.  

vii. The digital margin that exists on top of the standard trade margin for digitally 

enabled retailers and other resellers. 

The satellite account cannot be everything to everyone. The most significant area of 

balancing user demands and practical feasibility involves the level of disaggregation of 

relevant products and industries within the account. If classifications are too broad this will 

cause the outputs to lose statistical relevance, if classifications are too disaggregated, then 

the tables cannot be populated to a meaningful degree. 

The tables must also consider the other statistical work being done to measure the digital 

economy, such as that for measuring digital trade. This proposal is broadly in line with this 

work utilising a similar framework and definitions for transaction types8. Due to the slightly 

different measurement questions, this proposal goes into different detail regarding the 

various digital industries and products.    

The following is a quick summery of the paper including some of the relevant questions 

that will need to be considered for each section.  

Section 2 outlines the proposed digital supply and use tables. It offers a description on how 

the new tables expand on the current “standard” supply and use tables that are provided to 

the OECD. It also identifies the various industries and product classifications that have 

been developed for use in the account. The group will need to provide advice on the 

                                                      
7Ahmad, N, and P. van de Ven (forthcoming), “Recording and measuring data in the System of National 

Accounts”, Paper prepared for the Meeting of the OECD Advisory Group on Measuring GDP in a Digitalised 

Economy, to be held on November 9, 2018 in Paris, France. 

8 TFITS Handbook on Measuring Digital Trade, currently in draft stage. 
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appropriateness of the products chosen for further delineation as well as the need for any 

additional digital products and industries.   

Section 3 provides succinct definitions on these classifications in an attempt to gain 

consistency in terminology. It also includes a draft decision tree that could be used to help 

identify which digital industry a unit should be classified too. Agreement is required on a 

number of questions including, whether “digital” industries should be restricted to 

exclusively digital, majority digital or all organisations that can transact digitally. 

Section 4 goes into much more detail regarding some of the reasoning behind certain 

classification decisions, including a discussion on how transactions involving digital 

intermediary platforms should be treated. To assist with this, practical real world scenarios 

are illustrated in the proposed digital supply and use tables in Appendix 4. The Advisory 

Group’s feedback will be required on issues such as whether or not free to the user 

platforms should be separated between market and non-market; whether to separate out E-

tailers and E-Vendors; as well as the appropriate treatment for transactions involving digital 

intermediary platforms.  

Section 5 discusses the various statistical outputs that can (not) be derived from the digital 

supply and use tables. 

Section 6 discusses the next steps required in populating the tables including some options 

on what would be the realistic minimal requirements to make the tables usable.  

 

2. Proposed outline of Digital Supply and Use tables 

The first step in creating a digital satellite account is to create digital Supply and Use (S-

U) tables. The current proposal is similar to that discussed in previous papers and an 

abridged version is shown in Appendix 1. As in previous papers, it contains both a supply 

side and a demand side as well as an additional table that will assist in answering relevant 

policy and measurement questions. In this paper there is more focus on the specific 

industries and products that will make up the digital S-U tables in order to gain some form 

of consensus across countries. Consistent digital S-U tables will then allow countries 

themselves to extend the tables into a satellite account appropriate to their needs, while also 

providing indicators that can be compared internationally.  

All industries and products in the economy will be represented within the digital S-U tables 

in order to be consistent with the S-U tables that are already being supplied to the OECD. 

In order to provide the additional information required, the tables will disaggregate specific 

products and industries that are either important to the digital economy or that play an 

additional role in the production chain.  

While the overall detail in the tables is ambitious, the make-up of the tables allows various 

outputs to be populated at a higher level of aggregation, if additional information is not 

available. For instance if NSOs are not able to provide information on intermediary 

platforms there is still a large number of cells that can be populated relating to ordering 

online compared to in-store purchases. 

To facilitate easier compilation as well as maintain as much information as possible in the 

account, the starting point of the digital S-U tables will be the standard supply and use 



6 │ SDD/CSSP/WPNA(2018)3 
 

A PROPOSED FRAMEWORK FOR DIGITAL SUPPLY-USE TABLES 
Unclassified 

tables already supplied to the OECD. These tables contain industries at the ISIC sub 

division level and products at the CPA division level. 

From these standard tables certain product rows will be further delineated by type of 

transaction. This will be the fundamental determinant whether the value is included within 

the digital economy or not. As proposed in previous papers, for the purpose of the digital 

S-U tables, transactions will be considered in the “digital economy” if the good or service 

was either  

i. digitally ordered  

ii. digitally delivered  

iii. platform enabled  

An additional row under each disaggregated product will also record transactions that were 

not digitally ordered. This will allow for the measurement of all goods and services in the 

economy bringing the totals recorded in the digital S-U tables in line with the totals in the 

standard supply and use tables. Products that are not a significant part of the digital 

economy or for which there is no data on the type of transaction will remain as they are in 

the standard supply use tables. 

To assist with examples and guidance, this proposal has identified 10 products at the CPA 

division level that would be further disaggregated due to their prevalence within the digital 

economy. It is important to note that the make-up of the tables allows for NSOs to provide 

additional breakdown on any other product that they feel is important or that data exists 

for.  

As well as the products already existing in the standard supply and use tables the proposed 

digital S-U tables will include five additional, separately identified product groupings. Two 

of these are aggregations of various products within other CPA classifications (total digital 

goods, total digital services), two of these are digital products that are identified at a lower 

level than the standard CPA division level (cloud computing services, digital intermediary 

service products) and one is a new product currently outside of the SNA production 

boundary (free digital services). Details on the definition and reasoning behind these 

additional classifications are included in sections 3 and 4 of the paper.  

The specific products proposed here does not mean that additional products cannot be 

added in the future if they begin to play a larger role in the digital economy. Rather they 

are seen as a starting point that will allow for the potentially easier measurement of 

intermediary platforms, the firms that use them, and their respective impact on the 

production value chain.  

The proposed digital S-U tables in this paper include the five digital products (i to v), and 

further breakdowns of products vi to xv:  

i. Digital goods 

ii. Digital services – except cloud computing services and digital intermediary 

service products  

iii. Digital intermediary service products 

iv. Cloud computing services 

v. Free digital services  

vi. Accommodation services  
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vii. Food and beverage service activities 

viii. Land transport services 

ix. Travel agent, tour operator, reservation services and related activities  

x. Advertising and market research services 

xi. Education services 

xii. Motion picture video and TV program production services 

xiii. Financial and insurance services  

xiv. Gambling and betting activities 

xv. Retail trade 

While there is no set amount of products that need to be delineated further, the more 

information that can be provided the greater the knowledge for the user. The additional 

intermediary service products are highly desirable in order to show accurately the flows 

between producers and the intermediary platforms.  

 

Questions for the Advisory Group. 

a) Should any other digital products be separately identified, apart from those already 

mentioned? 

b) Does the Advisory Group agree with the proposed delineation of non-digital 

products?  

 

As noted before, the starting point for the industries will be the standard ISIC sub division 

breakdown already provided to the OECD. From this, certain units are classified into 

designated “digital industries” depending on the characteristics that they display. These 

digital industries have been created in order to provide information on the various 

production chains that are occurring in the digital economy. Units that are not reclassified 

will remain in their existing ISIC classification under the broad banner of “other industries” 

(broken down according to the standard supply and use tables).  

The proposed disaggregation of the digital S-U tables from an industry viewpoint will be 

as follows: 

i. Digitally enabling industries  

ii. Digital intermediary platforms  

iii. Firms dependent on intermediary platforms (further separated into those 

that are incorporated and unincorporated) 

iv. E-Sellers (split into E-Tailers and E-Vendors) 

v. Digital only firms providing finance 

vi. Other digital businesses 

vii. Other industries (broken down according to the standard supply and use 

tables)      
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Brief definitions for all these industries including a decision tree to assist in classifying 

units are included in section 3.  

This proposal has taken a slightly different view on intermediary platforms than previous 

papers. It proposes to include any independent third party platform that creates production 

by performing an act of digitally matching a consumer to a producer. This means that 

auction sites, resource sharing platforms or any intermediary enterprise that charges an 

explicit fee to either the producer or consumer are included in this classification.  

By aligning to this definition, we are able to place other types of platforms such as non-

charging or free to the user type of platforms into a separate classification, which in this 

proposal would be “Other digital businesses”. By definition these units will not be 

producing the specific (paid) digital intermediary service products identified earlier, rather 

they are likely to be producing free digital services used by households and enterprises. 

In relation to the latter, output will relate to, for example, the purchasing by other industries 

of advertising space and data (analytics) from this digital industry. This “Other digital 

business” classification will likely include social media platforms, search engines; free 

community crowd sourcing sites as well as free applications accessed via phone9.  

Firms that utilise digital platforms will include two types of producers, the first are 

producers who only use the intermediary platform to access consumers. The second type 

of producers will use these platforms as just one of many channels to transact in their goods 

and services.  

This creates an issue, as a key question from users is how much value is being generated 

by firms that exist only due to these intermediary platforms. Because of this question, it is 

proposed that the classification of “firms dependent on intermediary platforms” be limited 

to (as the name suggests) just firms who are first and foremost dependent on an 

intermediary platform or at least predominantly access consumers through an intermediary 

platform.   

The proposed digital S-U tables allow for firms that only use intermediary platforms as one 

of the distribution channels to still reflect this through their purchase and consumption of 

the intermediary service product. These payments are shown as intermediate consumption 

being paid by E-Sellers (if they are majority digital) or other industries (if they are majority 

non-digital).  

In this proposal, E-Sellers will be units generating a majority of their transactions digitally. 

This will include producers from a variety of industries, not just resellers in the traditional 

retail sense. In the tables, it is proposed to split E-Sellers between E-Tailers and E-Vendors. 

E-Tailers would include units that are simply reselling a product online that they had 

previously purchased, in the same business model as the traditional retailer.  

Units that are producing a good or service and only delivering it digitally, including firms 

providing content on a subscription basis, are classified as E-Vendors. They would cover 

the increasing activity by digital only units that are not retailers. It would not include units 

that receive orders online but deliver their goods or services non-digitally, such as airlines 

                                                      
9 The free phone applications within the category will not include those created by units to facilitate more use 

or more efficient use of their product, such as those for banking, retail shopping etc. What will be included is 

applications that are provided free of charge in order to provide entertainment or other useful services in 

exchange for being a space for advertising and an avenue to gather data.   
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and utility companies. While the split between ordered digitally and not is of interest, it 

does not fundamentally change the good or service being produced.  

Having these digital classifications will hopefully show the different margins or 

intermediate consumption ratios that exist in these businesses compared to those that are 

non-digital only or majority non-digital. While the proposed digital S-U tables will not split 

E-Vendors further into the standard ISIC-groupings, an indication of the industry 

classification can be derived from the products they are producing10.   

Units that are only providing goods and services in a physical store as well as those that are 

doing a majority of their business physically will therefore be classified under the industry 

of their primary activity. This is consistent with their placement in the standard supply and 

use tables currently being provided. This breakdown by ISIC will fall under the broad 

banner of “other industries” in the digital S-U tables11. The critical delineation for their 

digital involvement will be the breakdown by type of transaction in the classification of 

products. This will allow an opportunity for providers who are transacting on multiple 

channels to separate out the goods and services that were digitally ordered with those that 

were ordered in person.   

The above transactional split is obviously dependent on producers being able and willing 

to provide this level of detail, this is why it is currently proposed for only 15 products, as 

listed above. The issue of data availability is discussed further in the paper but if this is a 

constraint NSOs may need to place all transactions for that product into the transaction type 

where the majority of transactions are occurring. Even if it is not possible to be completed 

immediately, due to the significant benefits this delineation would create, it is proposed to 

leave it in as aspirational if nothing else.  

Until NSOs can reliably provide this transactional split, it will impact not only the product 

breakdown but subsequently the appropriate classification of units that are selling the goods 

and services using both digital and non-digital channels, this is further explored in  section 

3.  

As proposed, E-Tailers would be units that simply gain a majority of sales digitally, while 

E-Vendors will be units that receive and deliver orders digitally. While it is preferable to 

not have this so-called “digital industry” artificially increased due to the inclusion of units 

that are selling 40% of their goods in a physical store, it would be equally undesirable to 

have a situation where a unit which can reasonably be expected to be classified as an E-

Tailer not classified as such because of one physical store.  

 

3.  Definitions  

This paper attempts to progress some defining characteristics of the categories outlined in 

the proposed digital S-U tables. While discussions may continue on certain characteristics 

                                                      
10 This would mean an assumption of no secondary production. 
11 For simplicity not all ISIC industries and products are listed in the example in the appendix. The amounts in 

the ISIC industry underneath the “other industry” banner may not be exactly identical to those in the previously 

supplied S-U tables, the classification would not include units that may have been reallocated to one of the 

“digital industries”.  
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of what needs to be included, definitions may help to clarify what is to be included/excluded 

and to arrive at some form of international comparability.  

This section will include a brief definition of the various transactions, products and 

industries. These definitions come with the very important caveat that they are for the sole 

purpose of creating digital S-U tables that can then be used to create a digital satellite 

account.  

There is a vast amount of academic and policy work that has been published on the digital 

economy with a range of definitions and understandings. The definitions in this paper do 

not supersede any of those, rather these classification have been created purely with 

statistical measurement in mind. Section 4 will expand with more detail the rationale behind 

some of the classification decisions.  

3.1. Transactions 

3.1.1. Digitally Ordered 

Transactions that are digitally ordered, that is, transactions in goods and services that reflect 

e-commerce, are generally defined as follows:  

“An e-commerce transaction is the sale or purchase of a good or service, conducted 

over computer networks by methods specifically designed for the purpose of 

receiving or placing orders. The goods or services are ordered by those methods, 

but the payment and ultimate delivery of the goods or services do not have to be 

conducted online. An ecommerce transaction can be between enterprises, 

households, individuals, governments, and other public or private organizations. 

To be included are orders made over the web, extranet or Electronic data 

interchange. To be excluded are orders made by phone, fax or manually typed 

email.” 12 

3.1.2. Digitally Delivered 

Services and data flows that are delivered as digital downloads or web streaming products. 

Examples include software, e-books, data and database services. There are two key 

assumptions regarding services that are digitally delivered. The first is that goods cannot 

be digitally delivered13; the second is that digitally delivered services are always digitally 

ordered. 

3.1.3. Platform Enabled   

A good or service purchased through a digital intermediary platform14.  

                                                      
12OECD, Guide to Measuring the Information Society, 2011. The OECD started to develop definitions and 

statistical guidelines for measuring ecommerce transactions in 1998. Those guidelines, as well as the OECD 

definition of the ICT sector and Content and Media sector, and model surveys of ICT use and ecommerce for 

the business and household sectors, are periodically reviewed and revised to reflect policy needs in this area.    
13 3D printing has been raised as a good that can be delivered digitally, this is discussed further down in the 

paper. 
14 These platforms almost always include a digital ordering component, the platforms are also usually the only 

mechanism for the consumer to view the goods and services advertised products.   

http://www.oecd.org/sti/ieconomy/oecdguidetomeasuringtheinformationsociety2011.htm
https://www.oecd.org/sti/ieconomy/ICT-Model-Survey-Usage-Businesses.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/sti/ieconomy/ICT-Model-Survey-Access-Usage-Households-Individuals.pdf
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3.2. Products  

Due to the starting point for the digital S-U tables being the currently provided supply and 

use tables, the initial breakdown of products is exactly the same, at CPA division level15. 

The definition of the various non-digital products suggested for further disaggregation due 

to their prevalence in the digital economy will thus be quite straight forward.  

What is required is a clearer definition of the products that are either being aggregated or 

presented at a lower level than the CPA division classification.     

3.2.1. Digital goods 

Digital goods can be aligned with the existing ICT classifications within the CPC 2.116, i.e. 

products that “must primarily be intended to fulfil or enable the function of information 

processing and communication by electronic means, including transmission and display.” 

From this perspective, within this proposal digital goods can be considered interchangeable 

with ICT goods. 

3.2.2. Digital services – except digital intermediary service products and cloud 

computing service products  

All digital services as aligned with the ICT classification in CPC 2.117, excluding the digital 

intermediary service products and cloud computing service products defined below. 

3.2.3. Digital intermediary service product, paid 

The explicit service of providing information on and successfully matching two 

independent parties to a transaction, thus generating revenue from intermediation by using 

a digital platform.  

3.2.4. Cloud computing service products  

The OECD has previously published a definition of cloud computing as  

 “computing services based on a set of computing resources that can be accessed 

in a flexible, elastic, on-demand way with low management effort.18” 

The purchase of the hardware to facilitate these services will be included in the digital 

goods product classification.  

3.2.5. Digital services, free 

This product category relates to the “free” services that households consume everyday and 

enables a greater level of utility. This can include, but is not limited to, the easy gathering 

of information, connecting with others via social media or being entertained for free by 

                                                      
15 Most countries are familiar with the CPA classification as it is used currently in the standard supply – use 

tables supplied to the OECD, if required a concordance from CPC 2.1 to CPA is available. 

16 There are 52 ICT goods, grouped into 4 broad-level categories as shown below. These broad level categories 

include Computers and peripheral equipment, Communication equipment, Consumer electronic equipment, 

Miscellaneous ICT components and goods. 

17 There are 46 ICT services, grouped into 6 broad-level categories as shown below. These broad level 

categories include Manufacturing services for ICT equipment, Business and productivity software and licensing 

services, Information technology consultancy and services, Telecommunications services, Leasing or rental 

services for ICT equipment, Other ICT services. 

18 OECD, Cloud Computing: The Concept, Impacts and the Role of Government Policy, 2014. 
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digital means. Due to the free nature of the transaction, this service is currently outside the 

SNA production boundary.  

3.2.6. Accommodation services  

As represented by CPA division 55. 

3.2.7. Food services 

 As represented by CPA division 56.  

3.2.8. Passenger transport services  

As represented by CPA division 49.  

3.2.9. Travel agent, tour operator services  

As represented by CPA division 79.  

3.2.10. Advertising services 

As represented by CPA division 73.  

3.2.11. Education services 

As represented by CPA division 85.  

3.2.12. Entertainment services 

As represented by CPA division 59.  

3.2.13. Financial services  

As represented by CPA division 64.  

3.2.14. Gambling services  

As represented by CPA division 92.  

3.2.15. Retail trade  

As represented by CPA division 47.  

 

3.3. Industries 

3.3.1. Digitally enabling industries 

This includes units within various ISIC groupings that make up the ICT sector as defined 

in ISIC Rev 4:  
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“The production (goods and services) of a candidate industry must primarily be 

intended to fulfil or enable the function of information processing and 

communication by electronic means, including transmission and display.”19 

3.3.2. Digital intermediary platforms 

Units that facilitates intermediation against a fee (within the SNA boundary) between two 

or more distinct but interdependent sets of users (whether firms or individuals) who interact 

through the service via the internet20.  

In addition to well-known platform examples such as Airbnb and Uber, this category also 

includes auction sites such as Ebay, third party sellers of second hand goods, resource 

sharing sites such as booking.com, and other online brokering services.    

3.3.3. Firms dependent on intermediary platforms 

Units whose predominant access to consumers to generate revenue from production is 

linked to one or more digital intermediary platforms. It excludes firms who generate a 

majority of their sales of goods and services with the consumer in a non-digital way. 

3.3.4. E-Sellers 

This group consists of E-Tailers and E-Vendors, defined as follows:  

E-Tailers  

Traders engaged in purchasing and reselling goods or services who receive a majority 

of their orders digitally. 

E-Vendors, 

Units who produce their own goods and services for sale, but operate exclusively 

digitally, that is they only receive orders and deliver services digitally. This would 

include firms providing digital content on a subscriptions basis such as Netflix, 

Spotify as well online gaming and streaming services such as twitch.  

3.3.5. Digital only firms providing finance 

Units that operate exclusively digitally with the predominant business function of providing 

financial services. This may concern financial intermediation, operating online payment 

systems, as well as other financial services.  

3.3.6. Other digital businesses  

All other units operating exclusively online which do not meet the criteria for one of the 

previous groups of enterprises. This is likely to include large social media platforms such 

                                                      
19 The ICT sector includes 261, 262, 263, 264, 268, 4651, 4652, 5820, 61, 62, 631, and 951. 
20 This definition is slightly different but broadly similar to the current working definition for the OECD 

Committee for Digital Economy Policy (CDEP) which is “An online platform is a digital service that facilitates 

interactions between two or more distinct but interdependent sets of users (whether firms or individuals) who 

interact through the service via the Internet”. The major difference is the reference to SNA production, which 

is a significant distinction for this account.  
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as Facebook and Instagram, search engines, free knowledge sharing platforms as well as 

providers of free phone applications.   

3.3.7. Other industries 

All units not covered by one of the previous categories.  
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Box 3.1. Classification of units into various industries within the digital S-U tables  

A decision tree has been constructed to assist NSOs in classifying the various units within 

the digital S-U tables. It is attached as appendix 2. Some digital units do fulfil multiple 

activities, i.e. a unit may be an intermediary platform for various items as well as selling 

its own stock.  

A decision tree does not automatically make these problems disappear. Just like in any 

business register, NSOs will be faced with the issue of a unit that fits in multiple 

classifications. If the provider is unable to make a split of the various types of activity, then 

the unit should be placed into the group that is considered most relevant.   

Units would begin in their current ISIC classification as part of other industries within the 

standard S-U tables. The decision tree then presents various characteristics as questions to 

assist in the possible categorisation of the units into one of the “digital industries”.  

A significant issue within this decision tree is the question of when a unit should be 

classified as digital? Is it considered as part of the digital economy, only if it produces 

output that is transacted 100% digitally, if a simple majority of revenues is generated via 

digital channels, or even if it only has a digital presence.  

In the instances of units who transact on multiple channels, additional transaction 

breakdowns will be able to provide information on the distinction between digital and non-

digital. These digital transactions by mixed businesses could then be added to those 

transactions by digital only businesses to get an estimate of e-commerce.  

This may be feasible in the long term when more information becomes available but in the 

interim, it is proposed to apply the majority criterion when classifying a business to avoid 

a business which is 99% digital being placed in “Other industry”.  

The cost of this classification decision may be that one arrives at somewhat inflated 

estimates for output and intermediate consumption of certain digital groups, because they 

include firms that are only 55-60% digital or utilising a platform for only 55-60% of their 

sales. 

An exception to this majority criterion exist for “E-Vendors and “digital firms providing 

finance” As stated in the definition and explained in more detail in Section 4, units will be 

classified to “E-Vendors” and “digital firms providing finance” only when they are 

operating exclusively digitally.  
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4. Operationalisation of the account  

It is possible to split industries, products and transactions involved in the digital economy 

into many different groupings. This section of the paper discusses in greater detail the 

reasons why the various classification and typology decisions were made.  

4.1. Nature of transactions 

The governing principle of the digital S-U tables gravitates around the nature of 

transactions. Production in the economy is separately identified if the transaction related to 

the relevant output occurred in one (or more) of the following three ways. The good or 

service is either digitally ordered, digitally delivered or platform enabled. 

This interpretation excludes various digital activities that obviously exist in the economy 

or an organisation, such as logistical co-ordination, automatic inventory control, or even 

the use of email for more efficient communication.  

While some of this will be observed in the digital S-U tables through the increased purchase 

of digital goods and services, internal digitalisation won’t be measured as such. Capturing 

this digitisation is not the explicit purpose of the satellite account. Efficiency gains due to 

technology have always existed. Rather these tables aim to record the impact that 

digitalisation has on the value chains linking the producer and the consumer.   

A number of simplifying assumptions are proposed around the transactional definitions. 

The first is that goods cannot be delivered electronically21. The second is that, by definition, 

digital services can only be delivered electronically. The third assumes that services, which 

are delivered electronically, are also ordered digitally. In making these assumptions, the 

need to have a separate identification of services that are delivered digitally is removed. 

Instead, the digital S-U tables allow the nature of the intermediary (platform/non-platform) 

and the product (good/non-digital service/digital service) to proxy the mode of delivery.  

Digitally ordered transactions are further broken down into how they are handled; i.e. 

purchased either directly from the producer’s website or via an intermediary platform22. 

The treatment proposed in this framework is to record the flows associated with 

intermediary platforms on a ”net” basis, and to record the output of intermediary digital 

platform as intermediate consumption by the producer of the goods or services 

intermediated. This intermediate consumption would reflect any intermediation payments 

made by either the consumer or the producer. There is more detail on this treatment as well 

as a practical example later in the section.  

4.2. Nature of products 

4.2.1. Digital and non-digital products 

Building on the framework of the existing supply and use tables, the proposed digital S-U 

tables include a further classification on whether or not specific goods or services are 

                                                      
21 This definition explicitly excludes 3D printing being a digital good. It could be reasonably argued that the 

printed good is actually home production of a non-digital good and that the digital product being supplied is 

one of design service. Regardless of the final treatment, for this paper, 3D printing is deemed immaterial for 

the proposed S-U tables.   
22 Due to the nature of digital intermediary platforms, an additional split is also requested between resident and 

non-resident intermediary platforms.  
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digital. These two classifications (digital goods and digital services) will combine 

components of various CPA product groups, in order to provide a narrative on the 

proportion of digital products contributing to final demand.    

Once completed, this delineation will assist in coming up with following information: 

i. Total purchases of digital goods (or ICT goods), by type of demand 

(intermediate/final demand);  

ii. Total purchases of digital services, by type of demand (intermediate/final 

demand);  

iii. Total value of goods and services (broken down by product) intermediated by 

digital platforms; 

iv. Total output of the associated  “intermediation fees” (margins generated by digital 

intermediary platforms); 

v. Value of intermediate consumption purchased by the various digital activities from 

non-digital industries; 

vi. Imputed value of free digital services by households and industries. 

The distinction between digital and non-digital products is a non-trivial task, not only for 

compilation purposes but also for disseminating and explaining the aggregate indicators 

coming from the digital S-U tables.  

4.2.2. Digital goods 

As a starting point, the account assumes that the distinction between goods and services 

follows that already in use in the SNA.23 For the goods category, the scope for what is 

considered as a digital good could be narrow or broad.  

In its most narrow sense, if the underlying definition required digital goods to be transferred 

in digitised form (i.e. as a series of zeros and ones), one could take the view that there are 

de facto no digital goods. However, the notion of “no digital goods” would also mean that 

goods such as solid media embodying software and other IPP originals are out of scope. 

In its most broad sense, there is a school of thought that ICT goods – where definitions 

already exist24 - could also be brought into scope for digital goods. The overarching 

framework does not of course explicitly preclude this. However, implicit in the underlying 

framework provided in previous papers and broadly agreed to at the 2017 meeting25 was 

that ICT products are more “enablers” rather than “digital goods”. 

The Advisory Group still recommended that, since ICT goods are the foundations of the 

digital economy, they should feature prominently in any satellite account. Therefore, the 

                                                      
23 Goods are physical, produced objects for which a demand exists, over which ownership rights can be 

established and whose ownership can be transferred from one institutional unit to another by engaging in 

transactions on markets. (SNA paragraph 6.15) Services are the result of a production activity that changes the 

conditions of the consuming units or facilitates the exchange of products or financial assets. (SNA paragraph 

6.17) 

24 The Central Product Classification, version 2.1 identifies ICT products based on the principle that these 

products “must primarily be intended to fulfil or enable the function of information processing and 

communication by electronic means, including transmission and display.” 

25 Minutes of advisory group on measuring GDP in a digitalised economy, 10th November 2017 available here 

https://community.oecd.org/docs/DOC-131448 
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digital S-U tables accommodate this perspective by aggregating up certain products from 

various CPA classifications into a digital goods classification, complete with a transaction 

breakdown of digitally and non-digitally ordered. Due to established classification of ICT 

products within the CPC 2.1, for the purpose of these digital S-U tables, digital goods can 

be considered interchangeable with ICT goods.  

4.2.3. Paid digital services 

In earlier consultations26, many of the Advisory Group responded that all products that are 

digitally delivered could be in scope for a “digital products” category. However, this was 

not a unanimous view. Others felt that, whilst the mode of delivery may indeed be digital, 

this should not be the determining factor, the delivery may be digital purely out of ease of 

doing business.  

On the face of it, this issue is one and the same as the issue faced when something is truly 

digitally ordered. The choice to order and/or pay for something digitally may be done 

purely due to it being the most efficient method. A key example of this would be transport 

tickets, a large majority of plane and train tickets are ordered digitally with the ticket then 

sent to the consumer digitally. While this service is obviously digitally ordered, the service 

that one is paying for is not just the ticket, it is the ride itself, so while a small amount of 

the service is digital (providing the consumer with the ticket) the overriding service that 

one is purchasing (the actual trip) is non-digital.   

Due to the nature of the transaction (being ordered digitally), this transport ticket would 

still be separately distinguished in the transaction breakdown within the digital S-U tables, 

however it would not be included as a digital service. Therefore, an additional caveat is 

added to the overall classification of products within these tables, i.e., if access to a non-

digital good or service is granted via digital means, this does not automatically result in the 

overall good or service being treated as digital and included in the digital services row.  

Two digital services products that will be separately identified are digital intermediary 

service products and cloud computing service products. In the former case it is critical that 

the intermediation service is separately identified to assist in properly measuring the output 

and value added of digital intermediary platforms.  While no official definition exists for 

this intermediation service, the related output can be derived as the difference between the 

output of the producer of the service being intermediated and the final cost of this service 

to the consumer. 

A slightly easier grouping proposed for inclusion in digital services is all ICT and media 

services delivered digitally, including telecommunication services. Total digital services 

would include this grouping, as well as the separately identified digital service products of 

cloud computing services and digital intermediary service.  

4.2.4. Free digital services  

The satellite account accommodates the recording of the implicit value of “free” services 

most likely provided by “other digital business”. This product is outside the current SNA 

production boundary, however due to strong user interest in the subject there is a need to 

include it within the account.  

                                                      
26 OECD (2017c), Summary of Responses of the Advisory Group: Survey of on Digital Economy Typology 

STD/CSSP/WPNA(2017)1 
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This subject warrants much further discussion on where this product should be classified 

and how it could be measured. For the purpose of the digital S-U tables, an amount could 

be imputed for the “free” service that has been provided to households. While it may be 

considered free in a monetised sense, the imputed amount could equal the monetised value 

of the revenues from advertising and other revenues generated from the collected data that 

the business providing the service has been able to realise.  

4.2.5. Non-digital goods and services  

The various products chosen for additional disaggregation are considered those most 

impacted by the increased digitalisation of the economy, especially the rise of intermediary 

platforms. The nature of the tables allows for an NSO which is not able to distinguish all 

of the products requested to still include them in its standard classification according to 

standard supply and use tables.  

Alternatively, if an NSO has additional services that are deemed relevant for that country, 

they are able to provide a transactional breakdown for any product in the supply and use 

tables, thus not limited to the ones proposed in this paper.   

4.3. Nature of digital industries/activities 

In the paper that was presented to the Advisory Group in 2017, the proposed satellite 

account framework listed three types of digital industries; enabler industries, digital 

platforms, and an industry that uses the latter platforms. The framework was broadly 

supported, however there were several comments discussing the need for more 

disaggregation of the industries as well as a clearer definition of what was included in each 

industry classification.  

In the subsequent paper in early 2018, the digitally enabling industries were retained, while 

the other two were refined, as the digital intermediary platforms and the firms dependent 

on these platforms (broken into incorporated and unincorporated). In addition to these 

industries, E-Tailers were included, as well as “other digital businesses”, a large catch-all 

classification of various digital activities.  

The change was important, as it allowed for a better identification of the various digital 

businesses. While some digital enterprises exist for the specific purpose of matching 

producer and consumer, other digital units operate directly to the consumer. Some exist for 

information sharing purposes, both for profit and altruistic purposes, while other are created 

purely for the entertainment of the user. These different digital business models had 

different value chains that need to be reflected in any satellite account of the digital 

economy.  

By separating out the different types of digital industries, a more detailed representation of 

the value chain from producers to consumers can be represented. While a product 

breakdown in the supply and use tables may record if the amount of intermediary service 

product being produced is increasing, the additional categories proposed in the industry 

breakdown will make it possible to monitor whether demand for a certain product is coming 

from small units who only trade through intermediary platforms, or from large producers 

who have begun to access these platforms to supplement their existing business.  
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4.3.1. Digital intermediary platforms 

Probably the largest question regarding the industry dimension within the digital S-U tables 

is about the definition of a digital platform, and how to show the flows to and from them. 

The next section will cover both of these questions.  

Classification of intermediary platforms transactions  

In previous papers four options for the recording of transactions involving intermediary 

platforms were outlined. These will be explained again in this paper, but for ease of 

reference, a visual representation with a dollar example has also been added. This will show 

that, while gross value added remains the same regardless of the method, the options have 

different impacts on the output values of the units involved, and also on the allocation of 

products. 

In the example, the consumer (Mr Jones) pays a total of $40 for an Uber ride provided by 

the producer (Mr Smith). The intermediary (Uber) is taking $8, so of the original $40 from 

Mr Jones, Mr Smith will receive $32. In this example the $8 is paid evenly by both Mr 

Jones and Mr Smith in exchange for the service being provided by Uber. For convenience, 

all players in this example are residents of the same country.  

 Option 1 is for Uber to “purchase” the service from Mr Smith for $32, and then sell 

it on to Mr Jones for $40 (final consumption expenditure) representing the output 

of Uber. This is referred to as the gross approach as, while total gross value added 

is $40, total output adds up to $72, higher than the output recorded in the other 

options. This approach would also have the most significant ramifications 

regarding trade statistics.  

 Option 2 is for Mr Jones to pay Mr Smith $40 (final consumption expenditure); Mr 

Smith then pays $8 of intermediation fees to Uber (to be recorded as intermediate 

consumption). The latter $8 also represents the level of output produced by Uber. 

This option results in explicitly removing any direct interaction between Mr Jones 

and Uber.  

 Option 3 is similar to Option 2 but would involve some of the $8 that was paid as 

intermediate consumption to be reallocated to reflect an element of a trade margin 

being paid by the consumer, even if such a margin is not explicitly paid. This makes 

the supply at basic price of Uber slightly less than that recorded in Option 2, 

although the supply at purchaser’s price is the same.  

 Option 4 is also an extension of Option 2 but rather than Uber receiving all $8 from 

the Mr Smith (the producer) as intermediate consumption, a certain amount of this 

$8 is reallocated as final consumption expenditure directly from Mr Jones (the 

consumer). For the purpose of this example only, we will say that it is 50%, 

however this amount could be any percentage of the $8. This in itself demonstrates 

the difficulty of this option, as while this option maintains the connection between 

the consumer and the intermediary platform, a payment (which could be zero) 

would need to be replicated for each intermediary platform transaction.  

How these four transactions would be replicated numerically in the digital S-U tables is 

shown in appendix 3. All arrive at the same amount of GVA ($40), but total output and the 

industries and/or products to which they are allocated vary depending on the options.  

Option 2 and 4 are viewed as the most accurate reflection of the actual transactions taking 

place, as well as being consistent with various national accounts principles as they stand 
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right now. The most significant difference between the two is that option 2 allows for the 

entirety of the final consumption expenditure to be placed in one product (in this instance 

transport services), while Option 4 moves some of the final consumption expenditure to an 

explicit payment for the intermediation service provided by Uber. This latter difference 

throws up a few problems.  

By forcing some of the final consumption to be recorded as an intermediation service and 

removing some of the amount from transport services creates a divergence from the 

standard recording of similar transactions in supply and use tables. In the use table, final 

consumption usually reflects only the final product delivered with the value including any 

trade margins that has been created during the production process.  

The second issue concerns the fact that in the real world the explicit payment to the 

intermediary platform can come from just the producer, just the consumer, or both (as it 

did in this example). By recording a portion of it as intermediate consumption and another 

portion as final consumption would create a need for estimating additional details for which 

data may not be available, thus creating an additional burden on the compiler.  

A final important point concerns the impact of the various options on trade flows. While in 

this example all three players, consumer, producer and intermediary platform are treated as 

being residents of the same country, in reality we know that this is not normally the case. 

Option 1 would have the most significant ramification regarding trade statistics, as we 

would see both exports (the platform buying the product from the producer) and imports 

(the platform selling the product back to the consumer) reflected in the external account. 

Option 2 on the other hand results in the removal of these gross flows as the only cross 

border flow would be the intermediation fee to the platform (assuming that the producer 

and consumer are both residents.) 

Due to these reasons, option 2 has been viewed as not only the most practical and sensible 

from a measurement point of view, but also providing a more realistic view on the flow of 

imports and exports. For the same reason this option was also supported by a recent 

Eurostat task force.  

The main negative with implementing option 2 is that at an aggregated level it effectively 

masks the interaction between the consumers and the digital intermediaries. While the 

digital S-U tables, when fully populated, will be able to distinguish between purchases 

made directly and those made via platforms, this delineation may not be able to be made 

immediately. 

 

Question for the Advisory Group: 

c) Does the Advisory Group agree with the proposal to use option 2 as the basis for 

recording transactions involving an intermediary platform?  

 

Delineation and classification of intermediary platforms 

If we assume that option 2 is agreed upon as being the preferred recording, then the next 

question is what units should be considered an intermediary platform for the purpose of 

this satellite account. A definition with a brief reasoning has already been given, however 

it is worth exploring the various options a little further including the proposal to create a 
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definition with an emphasis on whether the intermediary service is provided for free or for 

a fee.  

In a world with perfect source data, the satellite account would aim to include as much 

granularity as possible in the delineation of intermediary platforms. Digital platforms can 

be split based on a variety of characteristics to improve the information being presented to 

users.  

At a workshop in early September27, a number of presenters provided a variety of 

typologies of digital platforms, reflecting the many different ways in which it can be done. 

The BEA in fact was able to split intermediary platforms based on their characteristics into 

at least eight separate groups28, as follows (with real world examples):  

i. E-commerce online platform (Amazon) 

ii. Online resource sharing platform (booking.com) 

iii. E-financial service online platform (Ant Finance) 

iv. Online social network service platform (Linkedin) 

v. Online auction/matching platform (Ebay) 

vi. Online competitive crowdsourcing platform (Topcoder) 

vii. Online non-competitive crowdsourcing platform (Waze) 

viii. Online search platform (Google) 

 

These identified platforms all meet some established characteristics such as “enabling 

direct interactions between two or more distinct sides” and having “each side being 

affiliated with the platform”29. However, if we were to add these classifications to those 

that have been put forward earlier in this paper, it would be very easy to generate at least 

15 separate digital industries. Due to the constraints that NSOs face in relation to business 

registers and limitation of source data, it is unrealistic to expect that statistical compilers 

will be able to regularly produce statistics at this level30.  

The broader definition of intermediary platforms used earlier in the paper defined them as 

follows: 

“Units that facilitate direct production (within the SNA boundary) between two or 

more distinct but interdependent sets of users (whether firms or individuals) who 

interact through the service via the internet.” 

                                                      
27 OECD workshop on online platforms, cloud computing and related products, September 6-7, 2018, OECD, 

Paris. 

28Li, Wendy C. Y. (2018), Typology of online platforms for future measurement of the value of data, presented 

at the 2018 OECD Workshop on Online Platforms, Cloud Computing, and Related Products, September 6th, 

OECD, Paris. 
29 Hagiu, A. and Wright, J. (2015) ‘Multi-Sided Platforms’, International Journal of Industrial Organization, 

Vol. 43, These two criteria were put forward as the overriding characteristics of “multi-sided platforms” by 

Haigu and Wright. While called a “multi-sided platform”, the starting characteristics were the same as digital 

intermediary platforms in this paper. 
30 This paper does not go into any recommendation about any expectation by countries to complete this table 

on any regular basis. This table would however, like all economic statistics, benefit from being completed on a 

somewhat regular basis in order to create some form of time series.   
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This definition is used in an attempt to assist in measurement as well as to provide 

meaningful information to users. NSOs could still separately distinguish various types of 

platforms, if they have the data and the resources. However for the purposes of the digital 

S-U tables and in an attempt to create a definition that can be used consistently by many 

countries it is proposed to aggregate these different types of platforms and group them 

together, based on whether or not they charge an explicit fee for their service.  

One of the main goals of the satellite account is to measure the value of the services 

provided by the intermediary platforms in matching producers/sellers and users/purchasers 

of certain products. While almost all digital platforms can facilitate additional economic 

transactions in some form, there are those for which they are an integral part of the 

transaction, and in fact, the economic transactions rely on them. While some platforms 

merely assist in transactions, usually by providing information, various social media 

platforms may alert users to goods and services in their area, and search engines may 

provide targeted information based on algorithms and learned knowledge, any economic 

transaction involving the matching of producers and users is still one more step away.  

The intermediary platforms that explicitly provide the opportunity to purchase goods and 

services usually gain some form of payment if and when this occurs. In many cases, their 

existence relies on it, and advertising revenues usually make up only a small amount of 

their overall revenues31, unlike social media or free to use platforms.  

The additional difference is that when goods and services are purchased through these fee 

charging intermediary platforms, the consumption that accompanies it is typically within 

the current SNA production boundary, unlike the services consumed by the “free to use” 

digital platforms.  

With all of this in mind, it is proposed that different intermediary platforms are separated 

based on whether they will be charging either the producer or the consumer for the 

intermediary service they offer, therefore producing the intermediary service product. This 

separation may not always be straightforward, but taking the BEA list as an example the 

fee charging platforms would include groups 1, 2, 3, 5, and 6. All these types of sites fit 

some clear characteristics:  

 The platform is independent of the producer they are selling on behalf of. 

 They all charge some form of explicit fee to either the consumer/purchaser or more 

likely the producer/seller.  

 They are the starting point for a further digital transactions (likely to be digitally 

ordered goods and services) that fall within the current SNA production boundary.   

 

The other online platforms mentioned in the BEA outline (categories 4, 7, and 8) will still 

need to be included in the satellite account, as they are large players in the economy. These 

platforms will not however be producing the digital intermediary service product 

previously mentioned. Revenues from these sites will usually consist of payments from 

other producers for advertising or for (analytics of) data, and they provide “free-to-the-

user” type of services, which do not meet the production boundary of the 2008 SNA.  

                                                      
31 2017 advertising revenue for Booking.com made up less than 7% of total revenue, implying that people were 

booking through these sites as opposed to just using them for information gathering.  
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A follow-on impact from using this definition of intermediary platforms is that it will bring 

in large producers that are likely to also have their own online channel. The Ritz Paris, for 

example, charges well over 1,000 euro a night for a room, this price is available directly 

with the hotel as well as with various hotel booking sites. The good or service produced is 

the same, but the producers must make themselves available on multiple channels to 

maximise their exposure. This may come at a price to the producer in the form of a reduced 

margin (a cost that this satellite account is trying to measure), but as the popularity of 

resource sharing sites shows, it is still good business sense to do this. 

4.3.2. Firms dependent on intermediary platforms 

As proposed earlier in the paper, a unit should be classified based on where they are 

transacting a majority of their sales. For this classification, this would result in the removal 

of large producers who are also utilising intermediary platforms to generate additional 

output unless they are generating a majority of their output from the platform. This 

underlines the need to split this category into incorporated and unincorporated.  

The digital S-U tables are set up to show the intermediate consumption payment coming 

from these larger providers to the intermediary platform regardless of the industry in which 

the producer is classified. The split in type of transaction between digitally ordered, 

platform enabled and not digitally ordered allows for the units transacting via multiple 

channels to separate out which channel they are using. Because of this alternative to capture 

their digital involvement, it is considered preferable to leave these mixed firms in either E-

Sellers or other (non-digital) industries, depending on whether they are predominantly 

digital or not.  

The advantage of this classification is that the output from this sub-industry, firms 

dependent on intermediary platforms, exclusively consists of firms that exist, at least in 

part, due to the lower market entrance barriers as a consequence of digital platform 

technology. The latter is a key area of interest, as the reasons for using intermediary 

platforms are quite different from firms who are simply changing their delivery channel in 

response to the digitalisation of the economy. The latter is in itself also an important piece 

of information to users, but would still be separately identifiable thanks to the transactional 

breakdown.   

4.3.3. Other (non-digital) industries versus E-Sellers 

A significant issue is where to allocate firms that are changing their business models, from 

traditional sales channels to selling via the internet. Currently the choice would be between 

“E-Sellers” and “other industries”. Almost all retail stores have some form of online 

presence, so placing every enterprise with a digital channel into the group of E-Sellers 

would make results not that meaningful. The issue of the retail and wholesale industry also 

brings into consideration the differences in trade margins between sales via traditional 

channels and sales via digital channels. 

The split that exists in transaction types between ordered online or not, means that for 

enterprises using multiple channels NSOs could in fact place the online transactions in one 

row and the physical transactions in another. If this data is available, then one could 

consider classifying all mixed businesses in “other industries” with the transactions 

separated. However, such a split may not be (fully) attainable.  

Until this data is available, this leads to the question of where the enterprises using multiple 

channels, but unable to provide an accurate split, should be classified. The proposed digital 
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S-U tables suggest to classify units based on whichever channel is providing them a 

majority of their sales, in line with the advice given in section 3. 

Enterprises that are predominantly operating digitally, but not being dependent on 

intermediary platforms would thus be classified into the group of E-Sellers. This group 

would then consist of E-Tailers, units that are fitting the traditional retail model, i.e. 

purchasing goods for resale. Moreover, it is proposed to allocate E-Vendors to the group 

of E-Sellers, but only in the case that the units are producing goods or services which are 

exclusively ordered and delivered digitally.  

These two types of enterprises have quite different business models (also in comparison to 

the enterprises classified to “other digital businesses”). It is therefore proposed to have 

them broken down into the two categories mentioned. E-Tailers are limited to the 

traditional trade activities purchasing and selling goods at own account. At such, they do 

not include sites that are facilitating transactions between two independent parties, such as 

eBay or amazon marketplace. As mentioned in the above, if these sites are charging an 

explicit fee, they are classified under intermediary platforms.  

E-Vendors would consist of units that are only producing goods and services that are 

ordered and delivered digitally. This would bring in various streaming services into this 

classification as well as other producers who sell and deliver their services digitally. In 

these cases, the product classification makes clear which industries are most affected by 

this trend.  

If E-Sellers would be limited to just E-Tailers, the alternative would be to classify them 

separately. Pairing them with “other digital business” is not advisable. The basic 

characteristics of the latter “free to the user” businesses are very different from online only 

producers of goods and service for sale.  

This additional delineation within the broader category is obviously contingent on NSOs 

being able to provide this level of data. 

 

Questions for the Advisory Group: 

d) Does the Advisory Group agree with the classification of traders to the group of E-

Sellers based on the criterion of having a majority of sales via on-line channels? 

e) Does the advisory group agree with the proposed classification of E-tailers and E-

Vendors, and do countries think it is feasible to separate out the two groups?  

 

4.3.4. Other digital business 

As noted, if the definition of E-Sellers is expanded as proposed in the above, this allows 

for a more homogeneous classification of “other digital business”. The latter would then 

predominantly consist of units that provide information, goods and services “free” to users. 

Either this is done for purely altruistic purposes, or more often, in order to gain revenue 

from data, either directly by selling data (analytics), or indirectly, by providing more 

targeted advertising channels. Either way the business model is clearly different to those 

producing and then selling goods and services online.  
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The valuation of the free digital services is another key output of the satellite accounts. 

While the advertising revenues and the revenues from data (analytics) are within the 

production boundary, the consumption of the product that is driving the traffic (social 

media sites, search engines leisure application) are not being recorded within the current 

SNA.  

Another form of free services is related to the free use of assets that are being created by 

communities of people providing free labour input. Well-known examples are Wikipedia, 

and free software such as R and Linux. Accounting for creation, the capital stock value, the 

ownership and the use of these free assets is quite complicated, both from a conceptual 

point of view and from a measurement perspective32. Similar to the measurement of other 

free digital service previously mentioned, this issue is not explicitly explored in this paper 

except for allowing it to be recorded and where the units producing this free product may 

be classified.  

With this in mind, one additional consideration would be whether or not to separately 

distinguish market and non-market units within this classification. While the latter may be 

relatively minor33, there are clear examples, such as the ones mentioned in the above, which 

operate for altruistic purposes, without the objective of generating profits.  

 

Question for the Advisory Group: 

f) Does the Advisory Group consider it useful to separately distinguish market and non-

market units within the group “other digital business”?   

 

4.3.5. Digitally enabling industries 

While it has already been discussed and agreed upon that ICT goods and services were 

more enablers of digitisation rather than being an explicit part of the digital economy, it 

was agreed at previous meetings that digitally enabling industries should be separately 

identified.  

One area that has come up for additional consideration is related to cloud computing. These 

provision of these services has grown significantly. It’s also of quite some interest to users, 

because of the concomitant shift from investments in ICT-infrastructure to purchasing 

services which provide the same set of capital services, but would typically be recorded as 

intermediate consumption. However, rather than distinguishing cloud computing providers 

as a separate industry, the proposed digital S-U tables include cloud computing services as 

a separate product. This would allow for units within the digitally enabling industries to 

separately identify the output connected to cloud computing. The same holds for the users 

of such services. 

                                                      
32 This issue including a numerical example is further discussed in, Van de Ven. P (forthcoming) “Measuring 

Economic Welfare: A Practical Agenda for the Present and the Future”. Paper prepared for the 6th IMF 

Statistical Forum on “Measuring Economic Welfare in the Digital Age: What and How?” 

33 At the time of writing, only 1 (Wikipedia) of the top 50 most accessed sites as ranked by Alexa would be 

considered non-profit.  
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4.3.6. Digital only firms providing finance 

The last digital industry to be discussed here is the digital only firms providing finance. 

While so far there has not been any significant user demand for digital finance providers to 

be separately identified, probably due to its relativity small presence at the moment, there 

is an inherent difference in activity of these enterprises compared to those in other 

industries.   

“Financial intermediation is the activity of matching the needs of borrowers with the desires 

of lenders”34. This in itself sounds very much like the definition of (digital) intermediary, 

however digital only firms providing financial intermediation are producing services that 

are quite different from other types of platforms.  The alternative to considering them as 

part of intermediary platforms is to separately identify them as an industry, and also include 

producers of a range of other financial services, including online payment services such as 

Paypal or Transferwise. This is what is proposed for the digital S-U tables. 

More generally, it is clear that the financial industry has arguably leveraged on 

digitalisation more than any other industry, so that despite having many physical locations, 

most consumers now-a-days very rarely interact with financial service providers in a non-

digital way. Because of this, it is not inconceivable to look upon financial corporations as 

delivering services of which the majority is digitally ordered and delivered. 

Notwithstanding these points, it is proposed to limit the “digital only platforms providing 

finance” to units that operate exclusively digital rather than majority digital.    

 

Questions for the Advisory Group: 

g) Does the Advisory Group agree with separately classifying “digital only units 

providing finance”?  

h) Does the Advisory Group agree with the proposal to limit this group to units that 

operate exclusively digital rather than majority digital? 

 

5. Outputs derived from the Supply and Use tables.  

This section shortly discusses what information the proposed digital S-U tables would and 

would not be capable of providing. Of the key deliverables mentioned at the top of the 

paper the most obvious omission from the list is an aggregate such as “Digital GDP” or 

“total Gross Value Added (GVA) of the digital economy”.  

It is simply not feasible to produce a single GVA estimate based on the ordered, delivered, 

enabled definition. The most important hurdle that is faced is the mixing in the production 

chains of digital and non-digital activities. The real world does not produce a digital output 

number using only digital means and even if they did, it would be extremely difficult to get 

this information from providers.  

                                                      
34 SNA 2008, paragraph 17.227 
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For example, a restaurant meal that is ordered digitally using an intermediary platform 

would certainly meet the criteria of being a digital transaction. Therefore the value of the 

output could be classified as digital, but what about the related intermediate consumption 

and by extension the related value added. If the restaurant uses both digital and non-digital 

channels of supplying their goods and services, how to delineate the intermediate 

consumption needed to produce the various parts of output. One could apply, for example, 

fixed ratios of intermediate consumption (or value added) to output, but this would still 

remain a modelling assumption, not necessarily substantiated by real data.   

A more realistic option is to not try and measure the GVA of the digital economy, but 

instead to focus on estimating the value added generated by the first six industries listed in 

the proposed digital S-U tables. This would be similar to the BEA’s attempt to measure the 

digital economy, where they define various industries (ICT sector, e-commerce and digital 

media) and calculate the combined GVA for these industries as a pseudo digital economy.  

While this may disappoint some users, it is the responsibility of all countries to continually 

reinforce that any digital economy satellite account is not intended to provide the basis for 

a unique definition of the digital economy per se. It is designed to serve as the basis for 

comparable measurement of certain phenomena and to provide a means for NSOs and users 

to arrive at tailored definitions that relate to these phenomena. This in itself is still 

extremely useful, not only for compilation purposes but also for clearly articulating what 

is being measured within the digital S-U tables.  

 

Question for the Advisory Group 

i) Does the Advisory Group generally agree with the proposed digital S-U tables, and 

the information that can be derived from them? 

 

6. Proposed way forward and summary of questions. 

This paper makes no recommendations regarding how much of the tables a country should 

be expected to complete or how soon it should be done. As mentioned the proposed tables 

are quite ambitious. While some cells may be able to be populated now, it is not expected 

that many countries will be able to complete all requested information immediately.  

The tables have been structured to allow for completion of those parts that may be 

considered “low hanging fruit”. These parts represent variables that may already be 

available. These include amongst others the following: 

i. Separation of digital and non-digital purchases of various products for household 

final consumption expenditure.  

ii. Output and intermediate consumption (and by extension gross value added) of all 

or some of the “digital industries”.  The digitally enabling industries, intermediary 

platforms, firms dependent on intermediary platforms, other digital business, digital only 

firms providing finance and E-Sellers 

Some of the most challenging cells to populate include the breakdown of intermediate 

consumption into digitally ordered and non-digitally ordered, as well as getting a 

statistically sound estimate from the enterprises that rely on intermediary platforms.  
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It is hoped that much like the standard supply and use tables, once some cells can be 

populated and relied on, then other cells can be calculated using various assumptions and 

additional estimation techniques.  

This paper wants to encourage all countries to aim to complete as much as possible, so that 

comparisons based on a similar set of definitions can be undertaken as soon as possible. 

This would then allow for countries to share information, results, as well as best practices 

on the various measurement issues that will no doubt arise when completing the tables.  

Several issues are either not discussed or discussed only lightly in this paper. The two 

largest issues include:  

 The compilation of volume and price measures; 

 The compilation of monetary estimates for the production and use of free services; 

 The accounting for the role of data in the current and future economy.  

Neither one of these issues is easy to solve, yet they are both important and warrant further 

discussion. Papers have been presented on the first two issues at both this forum and others, 

so while not addressed in this paper the subject is being explored. The third issue is being 

discussed in two papers, also to be presented at the meeting of the Advisory Group on 

November 9, 2018.  

The proposal in this paper does not pretend to solve all issues associated with the measuring 

of GDP in a digitalised economy. It does however try to provide a practical framework that 

could be utilised by countries to create indicators for use in the policy and research debate 

surrounding the digital economy. Additional discussion is needed to confirm various 

definitions and assumptions in this proposal as well as continue to develop solutions for 

the other aspects of measuring and monitoring the digital economy.    

6.1. Summary of questions for the Advisory Group 

a) Should any other digital products be separately identified, apart from those already 

mentioned (Cloud computing service and digital intermediary service product)? 

b) Does the Advisory Group agree with the proposed delineation of non-digital products 

outlined in Section 2 (page 6)?  

c) Does the Advisory Group agree with the proposal to use option 2 as the basis for 

recording transactions involving an intermediary platform? (outlined on page 19)  

d) Does the Advisory Group agree with the classification of traders to the group of E-

Sellers based on the criterion of having a majority of sales via on-line channels? 

e) Does the Advisory Group agree with the proposed classification of E-tailers and E-

Vendors, and do countries think it is feasible to separate out the two groups?  

f) Does the Advisory Group consider it useful to separately distinguish market and non-

market units within the group “other digital business”?   

g) Does the Advisory Group agree with separately classifying “digital only units 

providing finance”?  
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h) Does the Advisory Group agree with the proposal to limit “digital only units providing 

finance” to units that operate exclusively digitally? 

i) Does the Advisory Group generally agree with the proposed digital S-U tables, and 

the information that can be derived from them? 
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8. Appendix 

Appendix 1: Prototype Digital Supply-Use tables 
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Figure 8.1. Supply Table 
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Figure 8.2. Use table 
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Figure 8.3. Supplementary information table 
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Appendix 2: Proposed Digital units decision tree 

Figure 8.4. Digital Decision Tree 
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Appendix 3: Representations of transaction flows for intermediary platforms (Uber example). 

Figure 8.5. Option 1: Supply table 
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Figure 8.6. Option 1 : Use table 

 

Note: for simplicity some unused rows and columns have been removed 
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Figure 8.7. Option 2: Supply table 

 

Note: for simplicity some unused rows and columns have been removed 
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Figure 8.8. Option 2: Use table 

 

Note: for simplicity some unused rows and columns have been removed 
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Figure 8.9. Option 3: Supply table 

 

Note: for simplicity some unused rows and columns have been removed 
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Figure 8.10. Option 3: Use table 

 

Note: for simplicity some unused rows and columns have been removed 
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Figure 8.11. Option 4: Supply table 

 

Note: for simplicity some unused rows and columns have been removed 
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Figure 8.12. Option 4: Use 

 

Note: for simplicity some unused rows and columns have been removed 
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Appendix 4: Real world examples demonstrated in S-U tables. 

To better demonstrate how various transactions will be represented in the digital S-U tables, the following section outlines five examples of digital transactions 

that may be included in the satellite account for the digital economy. While these are simpler than those found in real life, they cover a wide variety of digital 

activities. The tables for each example are included in Appendix 4. For simplicity, some of the other products not impacted by the hypothetical example have 

been removed from the tables in the appendix.  

Example 1(Accommodation via online platform) 

A consumer rents holiday accommodation in the same country for $150 using an online booking platform located in another country. The online platform charges 

10% of the sales price for facilitating the transaction. The owner of the house (an unincorporated entity who only rents out his/her own house occasionally using 

the platform) has also spent $10 on internet access to allow them to connect to the booking platform.  

Example 2 (Purchase of online advertising) 

The government pays a social media business $70 to advertise its new healthy living campaign. The government also pays $20 to provide internet access for its 

government department. The social media business pays a cloud-computing provider $10 to provide an online server for its business.  

Example 3 (E-tailer vs high street retailer) 

Two travel agents (one online only, one on the high street) each sell the same travel package to two consumers for $100. While the cost of the goods they are 

selling are the same ($60), the online travel agent is able to maintain lower overheads ($5) compared to the high street retailer ($20) due to its online nature.    

Example 4 (Restaurant providing meals through three different channels) 

The same restaurant sells three different meals to three different households. Each meal attracts a 20% VAT. One meal is ordered online and delivered by the 

restaurant ($30), one is ordered and delivered through a digital platform ($60) and one is ordered and eaten in the physical restaurant ($72). The digital platform 

is in the same country as the consumer and producer, and charges 10% of the purchase price as an intermediary fee. The cyclist connected to the platform, 

actually delivering the meal ordered via it, gets paid $1 from the platform per delivery. It costs the restaurant $50 to purchase the ingredients for the three meals. 
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Example 5(Online game purchasing in game purchases) 

An overseas consumer enjoys a downloaded computer game so much that he/she pays $70 for in game purchases. The online game creator pays $10 for internet 

access to develop the game and $15 in electricity for the business.   

 

What these examples do show are the very useful outputs that are potentially available. The ability to give an estimate to the amount of value added being 

generated by intermediary platforms. The ability to provide an estimate of the amount of final demand that is being digitally ordered as a proportion of total final 

demand will provide strong evidence that facets of the digital economy that make up so much of the economy are being correctly measured.  

The restaurant example also demonstrates the additional transaction that come from some intermediary platforms regarding the use of contractors to complete 

tasks. If the people are treated as employees (as is the case with Uber drivers in the UK) then this payment will be reflected as compensation of employees from 

the platform. If they are treated as an independent contractor then a small amount of intermediate consumption will be observed with a complimentary mixed 

income amount also being registered.   
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Figure 8.13 Example 1: Supply 

 

Note: for simplicity some unused rows and columns have been removed 
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Figure 8.14. Example 1: Use 

 

Note: for simplicity some unused rows and columns have been removed 
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Figure 8.15. Example 2: Supply table 

 

Note: for simplicity some unused rows and columns have been removed 
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Figure 8.16. Example 2: Use table 

 

Note: for simplicity some unused rows and columns have been removed 
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Figure 8.17. Example 3: Supply table 

 

Note: for simplicity some unused rows and columns have been removed 
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Figure 8.18. Example 3:Use table 

 

Note: for simplicity some unused rows and columns have been removed 
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Figure 8.19. Example 4: Supply table. 

 

Note: for simplicity some unused rows and columns have been removed 
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Figure 8.20. Example 4: Use table

 

Note: for simplicity some unused rows and columns have been removed 
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Figure 8.21. Example 5: Supply table 

 

Note: for simplicity some unused rows and columns have been removed 



56 │ SDD/CSSP/WPNA(2018)3 
 

A PROPOSED FRAMEWORK FOR DIGITAL SUPPLY-USE TABLES 
Unclassified 

Figure 8.22. Example 5: Use table 

 

Note: for simplicity some unused rows and columns have been removed
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