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1. Introduction 
1. As part of work to estimate the costs of corruption and inefficiency from weak public finance 
systems some consistency issues were discovered in Government Finance Statistics (GFS) data held 
on IMF fiscal databases. GFS is an internationally recognized statistical reporting framework that was 
designed to help governments strengthen their capacity to formulate fiscal policy and monitor fiscal 
performance. The GFS framework establishes a common language that analysts can use to understand 
and guide complex government activities1. The framework is also designed to work with other 
statistical systems, most importantly, the System of National Accounts (SNA)/ESA 2010), which is the 
standard for the compilation of measures of economic activity (e.g. GDP). In many countries the 
statistics compiled for the GFS system are used by national accounts statisticians as the starting point 
for compiling statistics for the SNA general government sector.  

2. Consistency issues emerged in two different classification systems for expenditure. The first 
is the economic type classification system, which classifies expenditures according to payments for 
certain activities like compensation for employees, purchase of goods and services, acquisition of 
assets, and transfers like subsidies to companies, social benefits to vulnerable citizens and groups and 
grants to sub-national governments. The second is on purpose of spending. GFS applies the 
Classification Of Functions Of Government (COFOG) for purpose of spending, which are grouped under 
ten (10) functions of government such as health, education, economic affairs, and social protection. 
The two separate IMF databases that are used to report on the different expenditure classifications 
are where consistency issues emerged. These the Main Aggregates and Balances (MAB) database and 
the COFOG Database. A third database on detailed expenditures also had some consistency issues, 
but was not analysed to the same detail as MAB.  

Box: 1. Consistency Metric Equation 

𝐶𝐶𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆 𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿 =  ��
𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇 𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸 (𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀) 
𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇 𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝 (𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶) − 1�� × 100 

3. A consistency metric was established to assess the level of consistency of two important GFS 
expenditure classification systems to help identify the extent of discrepancies. The metric measures 
how much the two aggregates differ for every level of government reported. The metric is the absolute 
deviation of the MAB compared to the COFOG estimate. Basically a simple percentage of the 
difference between the two expenditure classifications for a particular year and  sector or level of 
government (see Box: 1). Zero percent means the two expenditure estimates are exactly the same, 
while 100% can mean that there are estimates with zero for expenditure2 or that the COFOG number 
is twice that of the MAB number.  

 
1 The GFS classification and accounting framework is available here: IMF's Government Finance Statistics 
Manual 2014 at https://www.imf.org/external/np/sta/gfsm/  
2 Rather than blanks, as blanks in either GOFOG or MAB datasets are excluded.  
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4. The level of precision is shown for the different levels of the public sector. There are eight (8) 
different levels3 established under GFS. Under the European system of accounts (ESA 2010) there are 
five (5) – General Government, Central Government, State government, Local government and Social 
security funds. GFS has four different versions of Central government, which explains the difference. 
The methods used to estimate COFOG expenditures are not disclosed in IMF observance reports 
available on the IMF Dissemination Standards Bulletin Board (DSBB). The methods used to calculate 
COFOG expenditures can have some bearing on the differences between the two different types of 
expenditure statistics. The Eurostat mechanism establishes a robust validation system to ensure 
consistency between expenditure aggregates at different sector levels.4 However, analysis of the IMF 
database, indicates that consistency is not always achieved at different levels of government. This 
could be a database or a source data issue, which is yet to be assessed. A rapid review of consolidated 
Eurostat data confirmed consistency achieved between 2012-2021 for all EU27 countries. A similar 
review of UK’s ESA2010 aggregates (tables 2 and 25) for economic and function data at the general 
government sector also confirmed consistency with only minor differences detected5 

Results of IMF Database Consistency Check: GFS-COFOG Total Expenditure  
5. The results of the consistency testing exercise are presented at Table 1. The table provides the 
consistency results in heat map form for 6 years between 2015 and 2020 for all public sector divisions 
(levels of government) for MAB and GFS databases downloaded on 22 December 2022. Colour 
thresholds used to signify size (absolute percentage difference) set are: 0.3% Green, 20% Yellow, 
Above 20% Red. Some differences can be explainable in the mapping from country classification 
system to IMF GFS system and other possible differences, such as if COFOG tables are cash rather than 
accrual, though figures out by greater than 20% would be unusually high.  

Figure 1. QA of General Government Economic and COFOG Reporting 2016-20 

 

 
3 1-General government, 2-Central government (incl. social security funds), 3-Central government (excl. social 
security funds), 4-Budgetary central government, 5-Extrabudgetary central government, 6-State governments, 
7-Local governments, and 8-Social security funds. 
4 The EU Manual on sources and methods for the compilation of COFOG statistics provides an overview of the 
different COFOG methodologies used by member states. COFOG consistency check methods are provided on 
p20-23. See here: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3859598/10142242/KS-GQ-19-010-EN-
N.pdf/ed64a194-81db-112b-074b-b7a9eb946c32?t=1569418084000#page=116&zoom=100,109,133 
5 Of the years checked between 2015 and 2021, 2015 were exact, 2017-2018 had difference of less than 
0.01%, and 202-21 of 0.4%).  
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Table 1. QA of General Government Economic and COFOG Reporting 2016-20 
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Figure 2. QA of Budgetary Central Government Economic and COFOG Reporting 2016-20 
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Table 2. QA of Budgetary Central Government Economic and COFOG Reporting 2018-20 
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