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 Growth is back at the centre-stage of public attention throughout the OECD,. This renewed focus 
is not accidental. Disappointment with long-term economic performance has been increasingly noticeable 
in many OECD countries. At the same time, it is widely felt that regaining growth momentum is key to 
preserving standards of living at a time of rapidly ageing societies. 
 
 Achieving stronger growth presents national policy makers with serious challenges. Learning 
from past mistakes and strengthening even successful policies will be important. But learning by doing, in 
isolation, may not be enough. Learning from others may be equally or even more important to raising 
national performance.  
 
 In large part, this is why the OECD was created, at a time of widespread confidence in the 
capacity of less advanced member countries to achieve full economic convergence with the best performers. 
Learning from others has often been impeded however by the sense that one’s own circumstances are too 
singular to allow for meaningful transposition from abroad. Indeed, many signs are suggesting that 
economic convergence among industrialised countries has stalled or even backtracked since the 1980s, 
indicating that adaptation of OECD surveillance may be needed. 
 
 Surveillance processes at the OECD already include country-specific and sector-specific surveys 
that cover all member countries. What they do not yet include, however, is cross-country surveillance of 
growth, based on systematic benchmarking and with a view to advising member countries on national 
priorities. In the context of stalling convergence, benchmarking may help expose more clearly the areas 
where countries are lagging.  
 
 Successful benchmarking may also be easier to accomplish at a time when substantial progress 
has been made in cross-country data availability and econometric analysis. Methodological progress has 
made it possible to go beyond what may be described as “superficial benchmarking”, where one makes 
international comparisons of GDP per capita, labour productivity or employment rates without knowing 
what lies behind apparent differences in performance. For example, a relatively low level of GDP per 
capita may have strikingly different welfare implications depending on whether it reflects the prevalence of 
public policies inhibiting economic initiative or a genuinely stronger preference for leisure. In the latter 
case, higher GDP per capita does not translate into higher quality of life, which is nonetheless the ultimate 
objective of national policies. 
 
 Our new publication, Economic Policy Reforms, is an attempt at “deep benchmarking” involving 
carefully constructed structural policy indicators with a proven, econometric link to economic performance. 
This should help assess the extent to which divergence in performance reflects differences in the 
effectiveness of public policies, rather than differences in tastes and societal choices. 
 
 The main aim of this new publication is therefore to facilitate the transfer of successful national 
experiences while avoiding the pitfalls of “one-size-fits-all” policy prescriptions that would impinge on 
legitimate international diversity.  
 
 To illustrate the usefulness of “deep benchmarking”, it is instructive to consider the extreme 
variability of employment rates of persons aged 55 or over across OECD member countries. Analysis 
suggests that this diversity was mainly caused by disincentives embedded in public policies rather than 
different attitudes towards retirement age. For those countries which currently suffer from low rates of 
employment of ageing workers, there may thus be hope that better policies can tap an important source of 
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growth. This example also highlights that growth surveillance may serve to increase not only standards of 
living, but welfare in a wider sense by promoting fuller participation in economic and social life. 
 
 Because this publication addresses complex issues, considerable efforts have been made to 
ensure it is transparent and self-contained. All the indicators are documented with graphs and their 
construction made as clear as possible to the reader. A special thematic chapter is devoted to our indicators 
of product market regulation. The link between some key policy indicators and performance are explored 
in two thematic chapters dealing with the impact of public policies on the supply of labour from ageing 
workers and women. This analytical material is intended to provide clear justifications for our assessment 
of OECD-wide progress achieved in the field of growth-oriented structural reforms. It is also central to 
understanding the motivation behind the selection of five policy priorities for each member country. 
 
 When dealing with national priorities, it is important to also leave room for individual 
considerations. However well designed, a set of comparable indicators will never fully capture national 
circumstances. Here the expertise of our country specialists has been used to tailor two policy priorities for 
each country that may or may not be reflected in the standardised indicators. 
 
 For all its many contributors, representing various OECD Directorates, there is a clear 
recognition that the launch of Economic Policy Reforms is only the starting point of a long process leading 
to further learning along the way. Wider coverage of potential sources of growth, such as financial markets 
and innovation policies, will be sought in the future, as will methodological and presentational 
improvements. We also hope that interested readers will help us, through their constructive remarks and 
critiques, to make this publication increasingly useful, relevant, and, hopefully, interesting. 
 

 
 

Jean-Philippe Cotis 
OECD Chief Economist 
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Graph 1: In Japan per capita GDP relative to the US  
has receded abruptly 

1. The trend is calculated using a Hodrick-Prescott filter (smoothing parameter set to 100) over a period  
     which includes projections through 2010.

Source:  OECD Annual National Accounts.
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Graph 2: What’s been driving the gap in per capita incomes? 
 

1. Labour resource utilisation is measured as total number of hours worked divided by population. 
2. Labour productivity is measured as GDP per hour worked.
3. Excluding  Luxembourg, 

Source:OECD National Accounts of OECD Countries , 2004; OECD Labour Force Statistics , 2004 and OECD Economic Outlook , No. 76.
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Graph 3:  Product market regulation restrictiveness is converging 

towards a more liberal stance in all OECD countries… 

Source:  OECD Indicators of Product Market Regulation (www.oecd.org/eco/pmr)
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Graph 4: …but no progress has been made in reforming employment 

protection legislation  

1.  EU15, excluding Luxembourg.
Source: OECD Employment Outlook , 2004 
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Graph 5: There is a wide dispersion in older worker employment 
rates… 

Source:  OECD.

Employment of men and women in the age group 55-64 as a percentage of the population in the same age group, 2002
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Graph 6: …which is largely explained by disincentives in old age 
pension systems… 

1. Single worker with average earnings.
Source: OECD.

Implicit tax rates on continued work over next 5 years in current old-age pension systems1 
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Graph 7: …and in social transfer programmes 
 

1. Single worker with average earnings.

Source: OECD.
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Graph 8: Labour force participation rates of the population  
aged 55-64 and the implicit tax on continued work1 

1. Average of implicit tax on continued work in early retirement route, for 55 and 60 years old. 
Source: OECD Labour Force Statistics , 2004;  OECD Transforming Disability into Ability , 2003 and Chapter 5 in this publication.
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Graph 9: Suppressing various policy distortions would have a large 
positive impact on the labour force participation of older workers 

Source: OECD.

Simulated level of labour force participation of older workers in 2025 under different pension reform scenarios
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Graph 10:  Household electricity prices are high in Japan 

Source : OECD Energy prices and taxes,  2004.

Pre-tax price per 100KwH in US dollars, 2002
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Graph 11:  Japan has relatively high obstacles to FDI1 

1. The indicator ranges from 0 (least restrictive) to 1 (most restrictive).
Source:  OECD

Figure 5. FDI restrictions in OECD countries, 1998/2000: breakdown by type of restriction1
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Graph 12:  In Japan, subsidies account for more than half of farm 
incomes1 

Note:  The dotted line represents the simple average for the OECD.
1. A single producer support estimate is calculated for EU countries.
Source :  OECD Producer and consumer support estimates database.
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