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“Comprehensive” is not an overstatement.  This year’s restructuring of the international accounts is indeed a big deal, the most important since the changes in 1976, which were themselves big.   Most importantly, it means improved data in a variety of respects.   But the changes in the presentation are also big and more eye-catching in a way.  
Overall the revisions are much for the better.  There a couple of changes in terminology that I am opposed to, even distressed by.   But BEA is following new international conventions, which is in itself a good thing. 
I must confess, I was caught by surprise by how far along these changes are, even though many of them have been described in past May issues of the Survey of Current Business, going back years.  My ignorance is humbling.  Among academic economists, I ought to be more attuned to these developments than most.  Presumably that is why I am on the BEA advisory committee.  [My textbook has a chapter on balance of payments accounting.]  But I didn’t know that this restructuring was so far advanced.  My reactions come well past the time when the decisions were made -- essentially in the 6th edition of the IMF’s balance of payments manual five years ago, which in retrospect I did not take seriously enough.   
I have to agree with the proposition that, when possible, it is good to move in the direction of internationally accepted practice, as agreed by the international agencies.

Some of the changes represent improvements to capture rapid innovation in the international economy, such as the treatment of digitally delivered services in the trade account and of Special Purpose Vehicles in the financial account.  Some changes represent improvements in line with analytical understanding, such as the focus on the composition of countries’ international balance sheets.
In terms of presentation, BEA says that a goal is to make the accounts “easier for customers to use and understand.” (p. 3).
Perhaps the most radical change is the abandonment of negative signs to represent debits (imports of goods, services, assets, etc.).  It is true that this sign convention has long been a source of confusion to users (p.5).  I feel a slight twinge in letting go of the old system.  (Will the change impair understanding of double entry bookkeeping?)   But I am prepared to embrace the brave new world.
It looks like the revised reporting of financial flows by function (portfolio investment, direct investment, etc., is an improvement. (p.7).   [Apparently this includes a return of the long-lost distinction between short-term and long-term?  That would be good, even though the distinction is of necessary often arbitrary.]  Other areas of improvement include new treatment of non-monetary gold; R&D investment; financial services that are compensated in the form of spreads (p.12); ICT services, which are now given their own category (p.13); and education-related travel and health-related travel, which for the US are big and growing credit or surplus items (p.11).
My strongest views come in the last two categories within the current account: what used to be called investment income and unilateral transfers, respectively.  On the substance of data reporting, the changes are a big improvement.   First, investment income (the return on American-owned capital at work overseas) will be joined by compensation of employees (analogously at work overseas).   Second, inflows and outflows will be reported separately, a very useful improvement over the preceding presentation of the net surplus alone.   Similarly, unilateral transfers inward and outward are now to be reported separately, rather than just in net terms.  So on the substance:  great.
Now the “but.”   Why, oh why, lord, would anyone want to take a perfectly good name like unilateral transfers and replace it with something as bland as “secondary income”?   And why take a perfectly good name like investment income, or the expanded version “factor income,” and replace it with something as colorless as “primary income”?   Primary income and secondary income;   some users will have trouble remembering which is which.   As Paul Krugman says about size versus power in statistical tests, there is Type I error, Type II error, and Type III error which is forgetting which one is Type I and which is Type II.  Or consider another example of gratuitously confusing labeling. Many are aware of the distinction made by Dan Kahneman and other psychologists between Thinking Slow, with rational deliberation, versus Thinking Fast, instinctively.  Can everyone tell me which is System I and which is System II?

I accept that it is too late to avert this disaster of terminology.  And that it is not the fault of BEA.  There is the silver lining that this is a new way that the cognoscenti will be able to exclude the masses, which helps us command better remuneration for our services.  But it is clearly a step backward from the standpoint of making the accounts “easier for customers to use and understand.”
Reference:

Maria Borga and Kristy Howell, “The Comprehensive Restructuring of the International Economic Accounts,” Survey of Currency Business (Bureau of Economic Analysis), March 2014.

