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This volume, External Debt Statistics: Guide for Compilers and Users (the Guide), has been prepared
under the joint responsibility of our eight organizations, through the mechanism of the Inter-Agency
Task Force on Finance Statistics. The preparation of the Guide, under way since mid-1999, was based
on the broad range of experience of our institutions in close consultation with national compilers of
external debt and balance of payments statistics.

International financial crises in the late 1990s underscored the importance of reliable and timely statis-
tics on external debt as a critical element for the early detection of countries’ external vulnerability.
Against this background, improving the quality and timeliness of key external debt data and promoting
convergence of recording practices have been the focus in the preparation of the Guide. The Guide is a
useful source of reference both for national compilers and users of external debt statistics.

The Guide updates the previous international guidelines on external debt statistics, External Debt:
Definition, Statistical Coverage and Methodology, published by four of our organizations in 1988.
During the 1990s, new statistical guidelines for national accounts and balance of payments statistics
were established, and a substantial growth in financial flows between private sector institutions
occurred, including the use of debt instruments and financial derivatives to manage and redistribute
risk. The concepts set out in the Guide are harmonized with those of the System of National Accounts
1993 and the fifth edition of the IMF’s Balance of Payments Manual, also published in 1993.

We recommend that countries adopt the Guide as the basis for compiling and disseminating external
debt statistics.
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The need for comprehensive, comparable, and reliable information on external debt to inform policymak-
ers, financial markets, and other users of statistics has long been recognized. This was once again rein-
forced by the international financial crises in the 1990s. Because they carry obligations to make future
payments, external debt liabilities have the potential to create circumstances that render an economy vul-
nerable to solvency and liquidity problems. Moreover, as experience has shown, external vulnerability can
have widespread economic costs, and not just for the initially affected economy. It is clear, therefore, that
external debt needs to be measured and monitored. To this end, External Debt Statistics: Guide for Com-
pilers and Users (the Guide) provides guidance on (1) the concepts, definitions, and classifications of ex-
ternal debt data, (2) the sources and techniques for compiling these data, and (3) the analytical uses of
these data. The Guide is intended to be of use to both compilers and users of external debt statistics.

Evolution of This Guide

The previous international guidance on external debt statistics, External Debt: Definition, Statistical Cov-
erage and Methodology (the “Grey Book”), was published in 1988 by the Bank for International Settle-
ments (BIS), International Monetary Fund (IMF), Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment (OECD), and World Bank. This publication provided a common definition of external debt.
However, since its publication there have been new international statistical guidelines for national ac-
counts and balance of payments statistics—the System of National Accounts 1993 (1993 SNA) and the
fifth edition of the IMF’s Balance of Payments Manual (BPM5); a tremendous growth in private sector fi-
nancial flows, especially to private sector debtors; and, associated with these financial flows, an increased
use of instruments such as debt securities and financial derivatives to manage and redistribute risk.

Against this background, the Guide provides a comprehensive conceptual framework, derived from the
1993 SNA and BPM5, for the measurement of gross external debt of the public and private sectors. It
draws on many of the concepts introduced in the Grey Book and is intended to provide clear guidance
that can be applied consistently across the different sectors of an economy and across the different debt
instruments used for borrowing. Thereafter, the Guide provides a scheme for classifying external debt
by instruments and sectors that is developed into a presentation table for the gross external debt position.
Data disseminated using this presentation table, and employing the concepts outlined earlier in the
Guide, are essential for providing a comprehensive and informed picture of the gross external debt posi-
tion for the whole economy. For countries in which there is a particular interest in public sector debt, the
sector information can be rearranged to give focus to public and publicly guaranteed debt, consistent
with the approach used by the World Bank’s Debtor Reporting System. Such a presentation may be of
central importance where public sector external debt is dominant, although vigilance in monitoring pri-
vate sector debt liabilities is necessary because experience has shown that these can grow rapidly.

Further, from the evidence of the international financial crises of the 1990s, and from the experience of
many countries, additional data series may be vital to assist in identifying potential vulnerability to sol-
vency and liquidity problems arising from the gross external debt position. The important need for data on
debt-maturity profiles and currency breakdowns has been highlighted in international forums and, together
with improving coverage of private sector debt liabilities, has helped to motivate preparation of the Guide.
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So, the Guide provides additional conceptual guidance, and presentation tables, for data series such as the
debt-service schedule (especially relevant for liquidity analysis), the currency composition of debt, and
other series known from experience to be of analytical use. The Guide also explains the concept of net
external debt—that is, a comparison of the stock of external debt with holdings of external financial assets
of similar instrument type—and incorporates financial derivative positions into external debt analysis.

Drawing on the broad range of experience in the international agencies involved in its production, the
Guide provides advice on the compilation of external debt statistics, and the analytical use of such
data. This advice is not intended to be comprehensive, but rather provides an overview of the issues.
The work of international agencies in the field of external debt is outlined. Because the Guide is pri-
marily intended to be a source of reference for both compilers and users of external debt statistics, cer-
tain sections will be more relevant for some audiences than others. For instance, the first section dis-
cusses complex conceptual measurement issues and provides detailed advice as a source of
reference—this guidance is intended particularly for the compiler. In contrast, the section on the use of
external debt data is directed toward both users and compilers. It is hoped that by this approach the
Guide will contribute to better external debt statistics and an improved understanding of the complex
issues involved in both compiling and analyzing them.
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1.1 The purpose of the External Debt Statistics:
Guide for Compilers and Users (the Guide) is to
provide comprehensive guidance for the measure-
ment and presentation of external debt statistics. It
also provides advice on the compilation of these data
and on their analytical use. The intention is to con-
tribute to both an improvement in, and a greater
understanding of, external debt statistics. In doing
so, the Guide is responding to the concerns of mar-
kets and policymakers for better external debt statis-
tics to help assess external vulnerabilities at a time
when increasing international capital flows are
resulting in greater market interdependence.

The Grey Book

1.2 Previous guidance on the measurement of gross
external debt was provided in External Debt: Defini-
tion, Statistical Coverage and Methodology (the
“Grey Book”), published jointly in 1988 by the
Bank for International Settlements (BIS), Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF), the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD),
and the World Bank. The Grey Book provided an
agreed definition of what constituted external debt,
with the intention of encouraging a greater consis-
tency of approach in the measurement of external
debt:

Gross external debt is the amount, at any given time, of
disbursed and outstanding contractual liabilities of resi-
dents of a country to nonresidents to repay principal,
with or without interest, or to pay interest, with or with-
out principal.

1.3 The measure of external debt using this defini-
tion is commonly known as disbursed and outstand-
ing debt (DOD) and is valued on a nominal-value
basis. Under this definition, there must be a contrac-
tual liability to make principal or interest payments,
or both. The contractual liability—used in the wide
sense of entailing a legal obligation—must be a

claim of a nonresident on a resident to qualify as ex-
ternal debt, and only that part of the liability that is
outstanding and disbursed qualifies as debt.

1.4 The DOD approach is a basic cornerstone of ex-
ternal debt statistics and provides the conceptual
basis for the majority of the existing external debt
compilation systems, including those of countries
using the Commonwealth Secretariat and United
Nations Conference on Trade and Development
(UNCTAD) debt-management systems, and those of
the OECD and World Bank. It has facilitated vulner-
ability, debt-sustainability, and creditworthiness
analyses and can provide a transparent standard for
comparable statistics across countries. For instance,
the World Bank’s Global Development Finance and
the OECD’s External Debt Statistics present and an-
alyze data on a DOD basis.

1.5 To a considerable extent, the Grey Book reflects
the traditional focus of external debt statistics, which
is on borrowing from banks and government
sources, often by the public sector. For the purposes
of public debt management, a DOD measure of ex-
ternal debt allows a debt manager to determine how
much is owed, to make budgetary projections, and to
inform policymakers of the borrowing position in re-
lation to any authorized limits. Also, DOD can serve
as a baseline for debt managers to analyze the im-
pact of exchange rate movements and indexation of
principal on the stock of debt outstanding. In a num-
ber of countries, DOD is typically a measure derived
from a debt-management system that records con-
tractual obligations on existing debt, which are es-
sential for cash-flow management and for imple-
menting payments.

Conceptual Approach in the Guide

1.6 Depending on the stage of economic develop-
ment, borrowing by the public sector from banks and

1. Overview
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government sources may still remain the focus of
external debt analysis for a number of countries. But
for many countries, the growth during the 1990s of
cross-border private sector capital flows, the expo-
sure of the private sector to foreign borrowing, the
widespread issuance of debt securities, and the use
of financial derivatives and similar instruments,
have necessitated a wider scope of external debt
analysis. In other words, in addition to the traditional
focus, a need has increasingly arisen to monitor the
cross-border financial borrowing activities of the
nonbank private sector, including external borrowing
by all sectors of the economy in the form of debt
securities.

1.7 In responding to these developments, the Guide
introduces a comprehensive conceptual framework
that is derived from that contained in the System of
National Accounts 1993 (1993 SNA)1 and the IMF’s
Balance of Payments Manual, fifth edition (BPM5)2

for measuring the gross external debt position. This
approach facilitates consistency and comparability
among external debt statistics and other macroeco-
nomic statistics, such as balance of payments, the in-
ternational investment position (IIP), and national
accounts. Under this conceptual framework, external
debt includes all liabilities as defined in the 1993
SNA (excluding equity liabilities and financial deriv-
atives) that are owed to nonresidents, and the total
amount of such liabilities is presented as the gross
external debt position.

1.8 This new conceptual framework draws on many
of the concepts introduced in the Grey Book. For
instance, external debt continues to include those
instruments that are owed to nonresidents, require
payments of interest and/or principal, and are out-

standing. Thus, compilation systems developed to
produce data on the basis of the Grey Book, particu-
larly for the public sector, can be a statistical build-
ing block for the measurement of the gross external
debt position outlined ahead. But the new framework
also discusses and clarifies many items not discussed
or decided in the Grey Book, particularly in respect
to the range of instruments that are classified as ex-
ternal debt.

1.9 Tables are provided for the presentation of the
gross external debt position, and related data, both
for the whole economy and by sector of debtor.
Using the concepts provided in Chapters 2 and 3,
data compiled and presented in the format of the
table in Chapter 4 provide a comprehensive and in-
formed picture of the gross external debt position for
the whole economy. Subsequently in Chapter 5, the
gross external debt position is presented in a table
that highlights the role of the public sector, a table
particularly relevant for countries where the public
sector is centrally involved in external debt borrow-
ing activity, as a borrower and/or guarantor.

1.10 Further, the Guide provides additional ac-
counting principles to assist in compiling data series
of analytical use in understanding the gross external
debt position. The priority that individual countries
give to compiling each of these data series will vary
depending on circumstances. But such data series as
the debt-service schedule—that is, a schedule that
provides information on the expected amounts
and timing of future payments—and the foreign
currency composition of external debt—one indica-
tion of the exposure of the economy to movements
in the exchange rate—can reveal essential informa-
tion on potential external vulnerabilities facing
an economy. Similarly, the Guide advises on the
measurement and presentation of the net external
debt position—gross external debt less external
assets in the form of debt instruments. For econo-
mies whose private sector is active in international
financial markets, this concept, and indeed, that
of the net asset position of the IIP,3 is particularly
relevant in assessing sustainability of the external
position.

2

1The 1993 SNA was published jointly by the Commission of the
European Communities (Eurostat), IMF, OECD, United Nations,
and World Bank. The 1993 SNA is a comprehensive, consistent,
and flexible set of macroeconomic accounts intended to meet the
needs of government and private sector analysts, policymakers,
and decision takers. Also, it is the point of reference in establish-
ing standards for related statistics, such as government finance
and monetary and financial statistics.

2BPM5 was published by the IMF in 1993 and provides interna-
tional guidelines for the compilation of data for an articulated set
of international accounts encompassing the measurement of exter-
nal transactions (balance of payments), on the one hand, and the
stock of financial assets and liabilities (the international invest-
ment position, or IIP), on the other. There is harmonization to the
maximum extent possible with the national accounts as articulated
in the 1993 SNA.

3The IIP of an economy is the balance sheet of the stock of ex-
ternal financial assets and liabilities, with the difference being the
net asset (or liability) position. The IIP is described in Chapter 17
and its standard components are set out in Chapter 3.
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Structure of the Guide

1.11 The Guide is presented in four parts:
(I) Conceptual Framework—covering Chapters

2–9; 
(II) Compilation: Principles and Practice—

Chapters 10–14; 
(III) Use of External Debt Statistics—Chapters 15

and 16; and 
(IV) Work of International Agencies—Chapters 17–19.

There are also several appendices.

Conceptual Framework

1.12 The structure of Part I is as follows:
• Chapter 2 provides a definition for gross external

debt and explains in detail the accounting principles
required for the measurement of the gross external
debt position. Chapter 3 discusses the identification
of institutional sectors and financial instruments.

• Chapter 4 sets out a table for the presentation of
the gross external debt position. Highest priority is
given to institutional sectors, followed by maturity
and then type of instrument. Chapter 5 provides a
table for the presentation of data on public and
publicly guaranteed external debt.

• Chapter 6 provides further accounting principles
for compiling additional data series of analytical
use in understanding the gross external debt posi-
tion. Chapter 7 provides further presentation tables
(for example, a debt-service payment schedule and
foreign currency debt tables).

• Chapter 8 discusses the dissemination of appropri-
ate information on the impact of debt reorganization
on external debt. Chapter 9 considers contingent lia-
bilities and provides a table for the presentation of
external debt on an ultimate-risk basis.

Compilation: Principles and Practice

1.13 Chapter 10 provides an overview of compila-
tion methods, and Chapters 11, 12, and 13 cover

compilation methods for government and public sec-
tor data; banks and “other sectors” data; and data on
traded securities, respectively. Chapter 14 contains
case studies of country experience in the compila-
tion of external debt statistics.

Use of External Debt Statistics

1.14 Chapters 15 and 16 cover the analytical use of
external debt data. These chapters are included to
help compilers place their work in context and to as-
sist users in interpreting the range of information
that can be available. Chapter 15 briefly describes
debt-sustainability analysis and explains some of the
most commonly used debt ratios. Chapter 16 high-
lights the need to analyze external debt data in a
broad context.

Work of International Agencies

1.15 Chapter 17 sets out the external debt data avail-
able from the BIS, IMF, OECD, and the World
Bank, all of which have been developed to meet spe-
cific analytical needs. Chapter 18 covers the debt-
monitoring systems of the Commonwealth Secre-
tariat and UNCTAD. Chapter 19 discusses technical
assistance activities in external debt statistics, and
related macroeconomic statistics, of the international
agencies involved in production of the Guide.

Appendices

1.16 Appendix I provides detailed definitions and
classifications of debt instruments, and specific
transactions. Appendix II discusses reverse security
transactions and how they should be recorded in the
gross external debt position. Appendix III provides a
glossary of external debt terms. Appendix IV de-
scribes the relationship between the national ac-
counts and the IIP. Finally, Appendix V explains the
Initiative for Heavily Indebted Poor Countries (the
HIPC Initiative).

3


	Contents
	Foreword
	Preface
	Abbreviations and Acronyms
	1 Overview




