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Paper presented by Mr. Avramovic at the 2nd Annual. 
Meeting of the National Association of Business 
Economists in New York City on Oct. 19-20, 1960 

The Work of International Agencies on 
International Statistics and Economic-xnalvse~ 

,~RD I 1()-'1 

WBG 

The scope and amount of statistical reporting and economic an~lytical 
work done by international agencies have increased at a rapid pace during the 
last ten years. There is now a continuous and volwninous stream of material 
on a very wide range of subjects. This makes it impossible to present an 
exhaustive survey of all the activities performed by all the agencies. The 
purpose of this note is much more limited: it sets out the main lines of 
statistical in~Jiry and applied research that are being undertaken by the most 
important of the internat~onal organizations. 

Organizations 

Most of the statistical and research vrork is done by the United Nations, 
their regional Economic Commissions1/ and the specialized agencies, ·viz. the 
Food and Agriculture Orc;anization, International Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development (~·Jorld Bank), International Labor Organization D,nd International 
Honetary Fund. In addition, there are three more interr1ational bodies v..rhose 
research activities occupy a prominent place in the current literature in 
international economics: the Secretariat of the General Agreement on Tariffs 
and Trade (GAIT), the Bank for International Settlement (:3IS), and the Organ
ization f0r European Economic Cooperation (OEEC). 

Statistical Reporting 

Three monthly publications contain most of the current flow of economic 
information on developments in the lvorld economy: the U.N. H6nthly Bulletin 
of Statistics, the FAO ~bnthly Bulletin of Agricultural Economics and Statis
tics, and the Dv1F International Financial Statistics. v'Jhile these publications 
in part cover the same area (e. g. both UN Nonthly Bulletin and Il'-1F Interna
tional Financial Statistics contain data on international trade, gold and 
foreign exchange holdings, wage and price indices), there is still a distinct 
difference among the three. The nmphasis in the UN Bulletin is on population 
and industrial production stctist~cs, both for the world as a whole and for 
individual countries~ and the production part is particularly detailed, 
covering not only economic aggregates - national accounts, industrial indices 
and their meaningful subdivisions - but also physical quantities of the most 
important industrial co~~odities in the producing countries. The FAO bulletin 
follows agricultural production, trade in agricultural products, and agricul
tural prices, both domestic in the producing countries and international on 
the Norld markets. In contrast with these t1-vo "production" publications, the 
International Financial Statistics concentrates on monetary, financial and 
balance of payments developments. Detailed data are provided on all major 
variables, and an attempt is also made to consolidate, for each individual 
country, the important financial flows into larger analytically significant 

1/ For Europe, Asia and the Far East, Latin America, and Africa. The 
Commission for Africa, which ·Nas established onl.y recently, has not yet 
started its publications; this is expected shortly. 
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aggregates. Information by country is also given on interest rates for major 
classes of paper, share prices and the key items of commercial bank's balance 
sheets {consolidated). 

While these three publications are the "bread and butter" of international 
statistics, there are also others, regional in scope and appearing at regular 
bi~onthly or quarterly intervals, which contain additional series frequently 
designed to serve particular analytical purposes. The OEEC puts out two 
statistical bulletins,one on general statistics {Part I, monthly and Part II, 
bi~onthly) and the other on foreign trade statistics (Parts A and B, bi-monthly 
and Part C, quarterly), covering the OEEC countries, the United States, Canada, 
and Yugoslavia. These series are very comprehensive and lend themselves easily 
to comparative study of economic growth and of the current state of economic 
conditions. The UN regional Economic Commissions for Latin America and Asia, 
in their economic bulletins published semi-annually and tri-annually respectively, 
produce regular statistical series covering, in particular, national accounts 
and major producticn and foreign trade data by region and by country. 

Finally, sev(ral of the international agencies publish annually statis
tical reports which contain both current data and long-run series. The United 
Nations publish each year the Statistical Yearbook, the Demographic Yearbook, 
the Yearbook of National Accounts Statistics, and the Yearbook of International 
Trade Statistics. The Food and Agriculture Organization puts out the Production 
and Trade Yearbooks, which cover agricultural commodities only. The International 
Labor Office publishes the Yearbook of Labor Statistics. The International 
Monetary Fund issues its Balance of Payments Yearbook. The International Bank, 
the International Monetary Fund and the United Nations jointly prepare the 
statistical series "Direction of !I)ter:national Trade", which contains detailed 
data on origin and destination of trade for each country. 

World, Regional and Countrv Analvses • 
The analytical endeavors of international agencies are as multifarious as 

their statistical undertakings. The postwar work had its predecessor in the 
brilliant pioneering efforts of the Secretariat of the former League of Nations. 
In addition to their famous annual reviews (their current work on the course and 
phases of the Great Depression still remains, after thirty years, the must for a 
research into the international aspects of the depression), they have produced 
such classics as "Industrialization and Foreign Trade", written mostly by Folks 
Hilgerdt, and 11 International Currency Experience", authored primarily by Ragnar 
Nurkse. These works are outstanding examples of successful integration of the
oretical analysis and quantitative findings; and, in my view, they have set a 
very high scholarly standard not only for international agencies but also for 
national institutes of economic researchw 

The analytical work at present is much more dispersed geographically, it 
is issued more frequently and is far more numerous than in the inter-war period. 
The United Nations Headquarters publish annually their World Economic Survey; 
each of tha UN regional commissions issues annually their· regional economic 
reviews, which also contain many country analyses; the World Bank makes available 
its annual report which reviews Bank activities and frequently summarizes some of 
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the major developments bearing on Bank operations; the International Monetary 
Fund publishes each year its review of trade and monetary developments in the 
vorld as a whole and in particular countries, as well as a report on foreign 
exchange restrictions in each of its member countrie6; the GATT puts out its 
annual analyses of international trade movements; t.he FAO publishes each year the 

·state of Food and Agriculture, which reviews world production, consumption, 
trade and price movements of agricultural products; the BIS issues each June its 
review of the world economic developments, vith special emphasis on the behavior 
of capital and money markets and national monetary and financial policies; 
the OEEC publishes yearly analyses of economic growth in vlestern Europe, its 
cyclical movements and its trade and balance of payments developments. 

This impressive list of annual publications does not exhaust all the work 
that is being done in the field of regional and country research. The ~J 
regional commissions' bulletins contain analyses of ~ecial topics bearing either 
on a particular region, a particular industry or a p~rticular country. In 
addition, the Commission for Latin America has published several special country 
studies with an exh<:iustive appraishl of their economic growth in the past and 
prospects for the f, :tture (e.g. on l1I·azil, Colombia, Merle..:>). The ILO monthly 
International Labor Review, contains country studiAb on labor conditions, wage 
levels., labor legislation, etc. The International Dank has published during the 
last three years two books on international capital flows, international 
indebtedness and debt servicing capacity of its member countries, with special 
emphasi~ on low-income borrowers. These publicatiors co,rer the periods 1945-1955 
(published in 1958) and 1956-1958 (published in lg}u), r&spectively. Also, the 
International Bank, publishes reports of its coun(~y survey missions. Seventeen 
such reports have been issued so far. Each of these reports analyzes the economic 
conditions and prospects for future growth, as ascertained by the Bank mission 
to a particular country. The latest two reports cover Thailand (1959) and Lybia 
(1960}. 

Given the number of publications and the range of problems they cover, it 
is impossible to present in this summary anr meaningful appraisal either of the 
analytical techniques that are applied or of the findings and conclusions that 
are reached. One point should be stressed, however. Almost any of the annual 
publications, and each of the special studies, goes far beyond the routine re
view of short-term developments. As a rule, an attempt is made to appraise 
these developments in the perspeQtive of long-term trends; and also the 
experience of other countries is almost invariably invo~. In addition, most of 
the annual publications usually contain exhaustive analyses of particular subjects 
which are not only topical but which have also more than a transitory significance. 
For example, the World Economic Survey 1957 contains an analysis of the causes and 
consequences of the inflation of the 1950's, the Surver for 1958 gives a review 
of commodity trade and policies in the postwar period and the Survey for 1959 
concentrates on the capital formation trends during the last ten years. Another 
example is the analysis of the planning and finance of investment in the Soviet 
Union and Eastern Europe, publ ished. in the Economic Survey of Europe in 1955; 
the same issue contains an appraisal of the investment problems of Western Europe 
and of the financial obstacles to industrial investment in this area. Further 
instances are the studies of the UN Commission tor Asia and the Far East in their 
Survey 1957, of the postwar growth and structural change in Japan, the develop
ment programming in India and the industrialization in the centrally planned 
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economy or Mainland China. The GATT Secretariat- published in 1958 the now f8lllous 
study on long-term trends in international trade, which was prepared by a panel 
of experts consisting of Professors Haberler, Tinbergen, Campos andMeade. The 
International Bank studies on international capital flows and international 
indebtedness contain also analyses of postwar growth trends in low-income 
countries, their capital accumulation and the structure of their balances of 
payments. 

Commodity Studies and Economic Projections 

In addition to country analyses, extensive work is done on long-term 
trends, short-term developments and future prospects of major commodities 
entering international trade. Considerable use is made in these studies of 
econometric analytical techniques. Much of the work remains unpublished and 
serves the internal uses of the agency in which it is done. But current 
developments in world commodity markets are followed carefully by several 
agencies and their analyses are published regularly. For instance, the FAO 
and GATT annual surveys, already mentioned, devote major place to reviews of 
commodity markets. The UN Headquarters publishes each year its Connnodity 
Survey. In addition, several agencies issue special long-term commodity studies, 
and there is reason to believe that this line of applied research will expand 
further. In recent years, FAO has published analyses of past trends and future 
prospects of several agricultural commodities (e.g. sugar, tea, citrus fruit); 
the same agency has just published a study on world demand for paper covering 
the period 1960-1975. The Economic Commission for Europe issued in 1959 a ·study 
on long-term trends and problems of the European steel industry. The study covers 
world developments in production and consumptions of steel since the turn of this 
century and contains projections of consumption and trade through 1975. The 
Economic Commission for Latin America published in its bulletib for October 1959, 
an analysis of prospective production and demand for rolled iron and steel pro
ducts in the region. 

The increasing interest in commodity studies is closely connected with the 
unfavorable price developments in a number of agricultural products since the 
mid-1950's. But this interest also reflects the fact that world and regional 
demand for industrial raw materials and for manufactures, particularly of basic 
industries, has shown a persistent upward trend throughout the postwar period. 
This called for systematic analytical work if the future demand was to be 
appraised with some certainty. 

In addition to commodity projections, international agencies are also 
engaged, to a modest extent so far, in forecasting the major economic va
riables, e.g. over-all output, investment, trade. The short-ter.m forecasts 
are usually contained in their annual reports. With respect to medium-term 
and long-term projections, most international agencies relY on the work done 
on the national level; and they con~olidate country forecasts to arrive at 
world aggregates which then serve as bases for commodity projections. But 
there have also been attempts by ~me of the agencies to construct their 
independent income growth estimates. In addition to those done by some of 
the agencies for their internal use, and in addition to World Bank country 
survey studies and ECLA 1 s work on Latin American countries mentioned earlier, 
the OEEC has produced several aggregate projections for Western Europe. The 
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latest one covers the period through 1965 and 1975; it was prepared in conjunc
tion with the estimate of the European energy requirements and their pattern 
in the future. (The Robinson report, 1960). The GATT secretariat published in 
its annual report for 1956 an illustrative model of income and import growth of 
industrialized countries through 1975. Judging by recent developments, it is 
likely that the medium- and long-ter.m forecasting will occupy in the future an 
increasing proportion of staff work in international agencies. 

1n Lieu of Conclusion 

A note of warning may well take the place of conclusions of this review. 
Never in economic history has such a comprehensive stream of economic informa
tion on national and international developments been available. And yet, the 
imperfections of data, particularly when they cover economic aggregates rather 
than a single product or activity, are still great. This is especially so in 
those low income countries where more refined statistical work and systematic 
economic analysis have been started only recently. But in addition to weaknesses 
of statistical organization and reporting, there are also serious methodological 
problems in measuring economic change for those countries which move rapidly -
and these countries are of most analytical interest. Rapid change from a low 
initial base implies substantial shifts in the composition of output and in 
relative prices; and the greater these shifts the more difficult is the problem 
of weighting in the construction of index numbers and consequently the more 
indeterminate is the precise magnitude of the change in the national output as 
a whole. 

There is one additional point to be made.. \-lith the exception of North 
America, some countries in Western Europe and Japan, the evaluation of near-term 
business prospects and cyclical developments still has to be ~sed on very few 
indicators of general nature. Such information as capital expenditure programs, 
consumer purchase plans, volume of orders data, up-to-date reports on stocks and 
on sales - are simply non-existent in the overwhelming majority of countries •. 
Much time will be needed before this kind of business information becomes 
available. 

But these lacunae should not obscure the fact that an impressive progress 
has been made during the last ten years. The flow of statistical data and ana
lytical writings regularly issued by international agencies have grown without 
interruption and there are no signs that this process will stop. lrJhat is perhaps 
mostly needed at the present juncture is an improvement in the quality of existinr 
information; and judging by past performance, there are grounds to believe that 
this will progressively occur. 

Dragoslav Avramovic 
Economic Staff 
October 18, 1960. 
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