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Annex A. Employment in national 
accounts 
Labour is at the heart of production, forming a primary input alongside capital and intermediate 
consumption. The System of National Accounts 2008 (2008 SNA) does not provide employment 
indicators directly but references them as an important adjunct to the accounts (UN, 2009,
paragraph 2.156-2.158), and linkages to productivity are set out in Chapter 19 in the 2008 SNA. 
Chapter 19 also provides definitions of employees and self-employed persons – the two 
categories of labour input in the national accounts – residency and production conventions and
describes standardized labour measures. Furthermore, it underlines that for productivity 59

measures, the preference is to estimate total hours actually worked, thus, consistency between 
e.g., employment, full time equivalent (FTE) and hours worked is needed. In alignment with the 
2008 SNA, the European System of Accounts (ESA 2010) also discusses employment in Chapter 
11 (Eurostat, 2013). 

As part of SNA, countries report data, e.g., to Eurostat and the OECD, on employment in resident 
production units (persons and hours worked, as well as the number of jobs, the latter on a 
voluntary basis) and on employment of residents. In addition, employment and hours worked 
are split by self-employed and employees.

As labour input variables are considered mainly from the perspective of productivity measures 
in the 2008 SNA, e.g., for calculating ratios between measures of output or value added and 
labour input, the concept of labour that is applied must be coherent with the coverage of 
production in the SNA. This is also confirmed by the relevant standards on employment, which 
are maintained by the International Labour Organization (ILO) and adopted by the International 
Conference of Labour Statisticians (ICLS). The 2008 SNA (UN, 2009, paragraph 19.5) underlines
that the 18th ICLS Resolution – an amendment of the 13th Resolution – confirms that the 
“economically active population is defined in terms of individuals willing to supply labour to 
undertake an activity included in the SNA production boundary”. 

Definitions in the SNA

SNA production boundary 

The production boundary is designed for a wide range of analytical and political needs. It
includes (UN, 2009, paragraph 6.27):

• The production of goods and services that are supplied, or intended to be 
supplied, to units other than their producers.

• The own-account production of all goods that are retained by the producer for 
own final use.

• The own-account production of knowledge-capturing products that are retained 
by their producers for own final consumption or gross fixed capital formation.

• The own account production of housing services by owner-occupiers.

• The production of domestic and personal services by employing paid domestic 
staff.

59 Productivity can be measured in many ways, with the simplest being labour productivity measured as volume of 
GDP (value added) per hours worked (UN, 2009, paragraph 19.4).
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The production boundary in SNA covers both activities that are directly observable and those 
that are non-observable. Hence, illegal activities (only where the economic transaction is 
undertaken by mutual agreement by both parties), hidden or underground activities (where 
transactions themselves are not illegal but concealed from public authorities to avoid the 
payment of taxes, social security contributions or to avoid having to meet certain standards), 
and informal activities (productive activities that are usually carried out by small unincorporated 
units and do not require a formal registration) are included. Illegal activities where either of the 
parties are not willing participants (e.g., theft) are not economic transactions in the SNA sense 
and so fall outside the production boundary. 

The production boundary defined in the 2008 SNA is more restrictive than the general 
production boundary as it excludes direct volunteer work providing services such as babysitting 
the neighbour’s children and households’ production of services for own consumption such as 
washing, gardening, preparing a meal, etc. (see Figure A.1). This is due to different factors and 
the fact that household production entails a simultaneous decision to consume the service. Since 
such services are not produced for the market, there will also be significant difficulties in 
providing meaningful estimates which may easily “obscure” traditional GDP estimates because 
of its size. 

Employment 

In the SNA, the labour force consists of those who are actively prepared to make their labour 
available during any reference period for producing goods and services that are included within 
the production boundary of the SNA. The labour force is further divided into those who are 
employed and those who are unemployed. Thus, the population of the country can be 
subdivided into three categories; employed, unemployed and not in the labour force. In national 
accounts, the concept of unemployment is not required, only the employed population 
contributing to productive economic activity is of interest.  

Furthermore, the split of employment or labour input into employees and self-employed is 
important for national accounts as these two categories of workers are considered to be 
receiving different types of income: wages and salaries (compensation of employees) for the 
former and mixed income for the latter. 

Accordingly, employment in the SNA is defined as all persons, both employees and self-
employed, engaged in productive activity within the production boundary that is undertaken by 
a resident institutional unit.  

Employees  

Employees are persons who, by agreement, work for a resident institutional unit and receive 
remuneration for their labour. This remuneration is recorded as compensation of employees in 
the SNA. Employees include armed forces, consisting of those who have enlisted for both long 
and short engagements as well as conscripts. Included are also owners of corporations and 
quasi-corporations if they work in these enterprises (i.e., if they receive remuneration in the 
form of compensation of employees), students who have a formal commitment to contribute 
labour input into an enterprise’s production process in return for remuneration and (or) 
education etc.  Persons temporarily not at work (because of illness or injury, holiday or vacation, 
strike or lockout, educational or training leave, parental leave, reduction in economic activity, 
etc.) are also considered to be employees provided they have a formal job attachment. For some 
purposes (e.g., the compilation of hours worked), it may be useful to distinguish employees 
temporarily not at work if possible.  
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Self-employed persons 

Self-employed are persons who are the sole or joint owners of the unincorporated enterprises 
in which they work, and who are not in paid employment. Contributing family workers working 
without pay in unincorporated enterprises are also treated as self-employed. Unlike the ICLS
definition which covers under this category all registered unincorporated enterprises, some 
unincorporated units in the SNA would be (re)classified as quasi-corporations (e.g., producer 
cooperatives) and the workers would be classified as employees (UN, 2009, paragraph 19.28). 

When the income components of GDP are compiled, the unincorporated enterprises in the 
household sector are deemed to receive “mixed income”60. This income from self-employment 
has characteristics of remuneration for work done by the owner or other members of the 
household, and characteristics of profit due to the return to the owner as an entrepreneur.

Self-employed persons include outworkers whose income is a function of the value of the 
outputs, regardless of how much or little work was put in. However, if there is an explicit 
agreement that the outworker is remunerated based on the work done (i.e., the amount of 
labour which is contributed as an input into some process of production), the outworker will be 
included as an employee. Self-employed also includes workers engaged in production 
undertaken entirely for their own final consumption or own capital formation, either individually 
or collectively. 

Voluntary work 

If workers are purely unpaid and voluntary, with no remuneration at all, not even in kind, but 
working within a recognized institutional unit, then these individuals are still regarded as being 
employed in SNA terms (self-employed), but there is no entry for compensation of employees 
(or mixed income) for them. Individuals providing services to groups of other individuals, such 
as coaching a children’s football team, without any associated infrastructure are not regarded 
as employed but rather engaging in a leisure pursuit, however worthy their efforts might be (UN, 
2009, paragraph 19.39). Those volunteers working for token amounts or income in kind 
(whatever little remuneration is received) are classified as employees. 

Residence 

Employees do not have to be residents in the economy where they work. The results of the 
activity of producer units are consistent in coverage with employment if the latter includes both 
the residents and the non-residents who work for resident producer units. This includes non-
resident border workers (sometimes called frontier workers); non-resident seasonal workers, 
that is, persons who move into the economic territory and stay there for less than one year in 
order to work in industries which periodically require additional labour; members of the 
country’s armed forces stationed in the rest of the world; nationals who are on the staff of 
national scientific bases established outside the geographic territory of the country; nationals 
who are on the staff of diplomatic missions abroad; members of the crews of fishing boats, other 
ships, aircraft and floating platforms operated by resident units; employees of general 
government bodies situated outside the geographic territory, for example embassies; students 
undertaking employment are included or not according to their classification as resident or non-
resident. Employees living in country A but working remotely for a unit in country B and receiving 
wages and salaries in return, are counted as employees in country B. If the remote worker in 
country A is self-employed or an outworker, the worker is part of employment in country A and 
selling a service (export of services) to the unit in country B (import of services). 

60 Received as a balancing item of the Generation of income account (UN, 2009, paragraph 7.9).
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The non-observed economy 

National accountants are particularly concerned with ensuring that the whole of economic 
activity within the SNA production boundary is measured comprehensively. This is often referred 
to as the “exhaustiveness” of the coverage of the national accounts. In practice, it means 
ensuring that the value of production activities that are illegal or hidden (that is, the 
“underground economy” or the “hidden economy”) as well as those that are simply described 
as informal is included in the accounts.

Data sources 

The relevant standards on labour force statistics are maintained by the International Labour 
Organisation (ILO). There are three main sources for employment data. These might be used 
singly or in combination especially when the periodicity of each differs. The three data sources 
are: a. household surveys, such as a labour force survey; b. establishment surveys; and c. 
administrative data (for example, employment associated with a payroll tax).

Links between SNA and ICLS

The 2008 SNA definition of labour input or employment corresponds to the definition of 
employment defined by the 13th ICLS Resolution concerning statistics of the economically active 
population, employment, unemployment and underemployment (ILO, 1982). This resolution 
was replaced with the 19th ICLS Resolution concerning statistics on work, employment and 
labour underutilization (ILO, 2013a). The 19th ICLS Resolution recognizes five different forms of 
work related to activities within the SNA production boundary as well as outside the SNA 
production boundary but within the general production boundary. The productive activities 
included in the SNA production boundary involve the following types of work defined in the 19th 
ICLS: a part of own-use production work, employment, unpaid trainee work, a part of volunteer 
work and other work activities (if renumeration is received). The links between the activities 
within the SNA production boundary and forms of work can be seen in Figure A.1. 

Figure A.1 
Forms of work and the System of National Accounts 2008
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It has to be noted that while SNA aims to provide a comprehensive measure of production, 
employment related to own-use production will not normally be included.  “Other work 
activities” according to the Conceptual Framework for Statistics on Work Relationships (ILO, 
2020a) include activities such as unpaid community service and unpaid work by prisoners, when 
ordered by a court or similar authority, and unpaid military or alternative civilian service, which 
may be treated as a distinct form of work for measurement (such as compulsory work performed
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without pay). Persons involved in such activities will not be included within employment in the 
national accounts unless remuneration (in cash or in kind) is provided to those working.  

ICSE-18 is narrower in scope than ICSE-93, upon which the SNA is based. This is due to the fact 
that ICSE-18 is aligned with the concept of employment as defined by the 19th ICLS Resolution 
(ILO, 2013a) and, therefore, explicitly excludes own-account production of goods for own use, 
volunteer work, unpaid trainee work and compulsory unpaid work from the concept of 
employment. These different activities are instead recognized as distinct forms of work in the 
19th ICLS resolution and covered in the extended International Classification of status at work 
(ICSaW-18) in the 20th ICLS resolution (ILO, 2018b). 

Based on the above points, employees in the SNA will differ from the definition of workers in 
employment for pay as defined in the 20th ICLS resolution (ILO, 2018b) due to the following 
inclusions: 

• Managers of corporations are treated in the SNA as employees (UN, 2009,
paragraph 19.24). Accordingly, owners of some unincorporated units that in the 
SNA would be (re)classified as quasi- corporations (e.g., producer’s cooperative) 
will be treated as employees if they work in the enterprises and receive 
remuneration in the form of compensation of employees.

• Trainees who have a formal commitment to contribute labour as an input to an 
enterprise’s process of production in return for remuneration in cash or in kind 
such as education.

• Volunteers in the SNA working for token amounts or income in kind (whatever 
little remuneration is received) are classified as employees.

Regarding self-employed in the SNA and ICLS: 

• In the SNA there is no recording of employment related to the household’s 
production of goods for own final use, unless this production is a significant part 
of their final use (Eurostat, 2013, paragraph 11.16). Thus, this practice is in general 
in accordance with the 19th ICLS Resolution (ILO, 2013a). 

• Pure volunteers with no remuneration working within recognized institutional 
units are regarded as being employed in SNA terms, however without any entry 
for compensation for employees or mixed income. Unpaid volunteers involved in 
activities resulting in goods are included within self-employed persons. In 
practice, there will normally be no available data sources allowing the inclusion 
of volunteer workers. 

Finally, it should be noted that although the services households provide to themselves as 
owners of their dwellings are included within the national accounts production boundary, there 
is no labour input in the production of these services, hence, owner-occupiers of dwellings are 
not considered to be self-employed.

Update of the SNA 2020 – 2025 

As mentioned above, the current SNA does not provide guidance for a detailed presentation of 
employment statistics in the core accounts. The labour inputs are presented only indirectly 
through total labour compensation or as an adjunct indicator for the calculation of productivity 
measures. The European System of Accounts is more explicit in highlighting labour input 
indicators on a comparable basis with national accounts aggregates. Data on employment forms 
part of the regular Eurostat transmission programme and internationally comparable statistics 
on persons and hours worked are regularly published. 
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The 2008 System of National Accounts is under review. The update process was officially 
launched by the United Nations Statistical Commission in March 2020 and the expected release 
of the revised standard is March 2025. While no changes in the scope and definition of 
employment types are foreseen, the SNA research agenda includes several issues that aim at 
enhancing labour market data in the core accounts. It also aims to highlight certain aspects of 
employment through supplementary tables or additional breakdowns. The text below includes 
draft proposals on employment that are being reviewed and may change as a result of the 
discussion by expert groups and the global consultation of the guidance note drafted in the 
context of the SNA Update.

A. Labour accounts 

The revised System of National Accounts should include labour accounts as part of the central 
framework. These accounts would be described in a new additional chapter of the SNA, placed 
between the current Chapter 9 “The use of income accounts” and Chapter 10 “The capital 
accounts”.

The labour accounts will apply the SNA production and residency conventions, i.e., the accounts
will cover the activities of all establishments’ resident within the economic territory and engaged 
in the production of goods and services that fall within the scope of the national accounts 
production boundary. The accounts should, as a minimum, capture remunerated work captured 
through the four dimensions of: jobs, persons (both employees and self-employed), volume 
(hours worked), and payments. 

Figure A.2 presents the four quadrants of the proposed labour accounts. The persons quadrant 
will include demographic breakdowns by sex, age and educational attainment. Both monetary 
and non-monetary (for example number of jobs, number of hours etc.) variables will be 
included. 

The proposed labour accounts will pull together in one place aggregates and concepts that are 
currently presented across different accounts and will complement them with additional items 
to allow for better analysis of the labour market. All items will be aligned with existing national 
accounts definitions. The accounts will reflect existing aggregates for many components of the 
volume (e.g., hours worked) and payments (e.g., compensation of employees) quadrants. New 
aggregates will be presented in the Jobs and Persons quadrants. Jobs are in this context defined 
as “an explicit or implicit contract between a person and a resident institutional unit to perform 
work in return for compensation for a defined period or until further notice” (Eurostat, 2013,
paragraph 11.22). Compensation here should be interpreted in a wide sense, including mixed 
income of self-employed persons. This means that the definition of a job covers both employee 
and self-employment jobs, i.e.  an employee job if the person belongs to another institutional 
unit than the employer and a self-employment job if the person belongs to the same institutional 
unit as the employer.
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Figure A.2 
Labour accounts: identity relationships
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productivity, is hours actually worked. According to the 2008 SNA (UN, 2009, paragraph 19.51), 
this concept covers direct hours, i.e., the time spent carrying out the tasks and duties of a job 
regardless of the amount of time agreed contractually between the employer and employees, 
and including travelling on work assignments, job training, etc. Hours worked excludes all type 
of leave (annual, public holidays, sick leaves, parental leave, etc.).
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B. Unpaid household services

Another proposal for the SNA Update is to include a measure of unpaid household services in 
the extended accounts of the SNA (not in the core accounts as suggested for the labour accounts 
presented under A) to provide a better overview of total economic growth and living standards. 

The third-party criterion should be used when defining the scope of activities to be covered, i.e., 
unpaid household service work is broadly defined as unpaid work performed within the 
household sector, which could be contracted out to a market service provider under regular 
conditions. This corresponds to the 19th ICLS (ILO, 2013a) concept of own-use production of 
services work and would provide for valuation of the activities that are excluded from the SNA 
production boundary but form part of the general production boundary. In contrast to the SNA 
production boundary, which is used for the core accounts and GDP calculation, the general 
production boundary also includes own account production of services by households. Including 
them in an alternative GDP measure and providing the number of hours worked on unpaid 
household work will complement the standard core national accounts’ measures with more 
inclusive measures of economic growth and wellbeing, see figure A.1 showing the relationship 
between forms of work and the System of National accounts.

C. Informal economy

The informal economy has always attracted considerable interest, and even more so during the 
COVID-19 crisis. However, a well-established statistical framework for its measurement and 
presentation is missing in existing statistical manuals. The development of a framework,
including informal employment, is part of the SNA Update. The work builds on the analytical 
framework and definitions developed by the ILO working group on the revision of informality 
and the 2002 International Labour Conference on informal economy (ILO, 2002), the changes in
labour statistics standards following the 19th (ILO, 2013a) and 20th ICLS (ILO, 2018b), and the 
revisions of the International Classification of Status in Employment (ICSE) and International 
Classification of Status at Work (ICSaW)61. 

The proposed framework will provide a presentation that combines both the perspective of 
workers (ILO standards) and economic units (SNA perspective). It will cover all informal activities 
within the general production boundary and will be broader than the concept of informality 
described in Chapter 3. 

Three domains are conditionally defined depending on whether the respective economic units 
are formally recognised and if their production is intended for the market: formal sector, 
informal sector and household own use production. The informal economy will cover the 
following productive activities within these three domains:

- informal productive activities carried out by economic units in the informal sector 
(i.e., by informal household market enterprises).

- household informal production for own final use (household production of goods 
and services and direct volunteer work).

- informal productive activities carried out in the formal sector (limited to informal 
labour inputs engaged within formal economic units). 

61 For more information, see: https://ilostat.ilo.org/resources/concepts-and-definitions/classification-status-at-
work/

https://ilostat.ilo.org/resources/concepts-and-definitions/classification-status-at-work/
https://ilostat.ilo.org/resources/concepts-and-definitions/classification-status-at-work/



