Measuring and Enhancing Services Trade Data

Opening

· Thank you all for coming to the Department of Commerce today to discuss ways to improve measurement of an important and growing sector of  the U.S. economy. Over the past decades the American economy has shifted from a manufacturing-based economy to a services-based one. Yet our statistics have lagged behind this change.   We continue to measure goods – things we can touch – much more easily than we measure services.  Finding ways for our statistics to better reflect economy reality is an important endeavor.

· The only way we are going to improve the quality of our data, and thus the accuracy of our models, is with the help of those firms that produce and deliver these services, and their trade associations.  In case you were wondering, that is many of you seated in the room today.  There must be a strong partnership between the private sector and the data collection agencies.  

· We need your help. We know our services data is not as detailed as our manufacturing data. But we need to know what new data would be helpful to your businesses and organizations.  And we need a commitment on your part to take on the ongoing task of reporting sales by product category.  I know such reporting is sometimes onerous…and part of our partnership has to involve working with you to decide how to make this reporting as easy but also as accurate as possible. 

· As you listen to the presenters throughout today I need you to ask yourself: “Would having this information be helpful to my business? Is this a level of reporting that I’d be willing to do?”  Only if we have buy-in from the businesses from whom we collect and to whom we distribute this data, will we be able to do a better job.
 
· BEA and Census do an amazing job at producing accurate and timely statistics. We do this better than almost any other country in the world. But I think we can do better. With your help we can bring our data in to the 21st century.


Services in the U.S. economy

Using a very broad (but not unreasonable) definition of the services sector:
· Services accounted for 78.3% of US private sector GDP in 2008 or $9.72 trillion. 
· Services jobs accounted for over 80% of US private sector employment or 89.7 million jobs (out of total private sector employment of 112.3 million) in 2008. 

Improving services data

· Collecting data on trade in services can be challenging because there isn’t the same obvious central collection point that exists for trade in goods.  To get good services trade data, it is usually necessary to employ multiple methods of collection and estimation.  BEA's system is largely survey-based.

· International statistical guidelines such as the IMF Balance of Payments Manual have exerted a significant influence on the structure, content, and presentation of cross-border trade-in-services statistics.  The U.S. has actively participated in the formation of these guidelines as well as other task forces working to develop more detailed services trade statistics.  While detail has increased over time, the effort to achieve international comparability in statistics has tended to limit the scope of the recommendations.

· Among the OECD countries, only two (Australia and Great Britain) provide greater product or type of service detail than the U.S. for annual statistics.  No other country provides a comparable level of services detail on a bilateral basis for partner countries.  The U.S. is also among the leaders in timeliness and frequency of services trade statistics and in the level of detail provided quarterly.  So we’re clearly doing some things well.

· Detailed data on exported services are available from the Economic Census covering the entire spectrum of service industries (but these data are available only once every 5 years - the last Economic Census covered 2007).

· More limited data on exported services are available every year from the Service Annual Survey. The Census Bureau had attempted a broader expansion of annual data on exported services of 144 industries but the industry detail had to be reduced to approximately 50 categories due to poor results from the annual survey collection.  We simply couldn’t get our private sector partners to report at the greater level of detail.

· Major long-standing gaps in domestic services data are now filled by the Census Bureau's quarterly services surveys of services data.  This has greatly improved our quarterly GDP estimates of the service economy.

· Because of improvements in the data, the BEA has been able to expand its reporting detail in the national income and product accounts.  

· Given an interest in further expanding trade-in-services detail, it would be very helpful if the business community could characterize the level of detail maintained in its own accounting and other record-keeping systems, and how the level of detail may differ between sales of services (exports) and purchases of services (imports).  One recommendation would be for the trade policy/promotion community and business trade associations to not only articulate its needs for additional detail but also to work with the business sector to determine what kind of detail can realistically be provided in surveys.


Conclusion

· We’ve come a long way in improving our service data collection, but we still lack data that is as detailed and descriptive of the services sector as most of us in this room would like.

· I’m hopeful that today will be full of valuable conversations that help shape the agenda as we move forward. 

· Let me end where I began.  This has to be a partnership.  Our services data can only be as detailed and accurate as the reports that companies are willing to provide.  And the surveys that collect this information have to recognize the burden on respondents and be as easy as possible to fill out and submit.  But if all of us recognize the need for better data, we can make it happen. 
1

