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l. I NTRODUCTI ON

1. The Conference of European Statisticians discussed Internet and netadata
at its 1997 plenary session. Follow ng a request of the Bureau of the
Conference, Statistics Norway prepared, on the basis of earlier discussions,
sonme draft CGuidelines for Statistical Metadata on Internet. The comments nmade
on that draft by the Work Session on Metadata (Geneva, 18-20 February 1998)
have been taken into account in preparing the current version. As recomrended
by the Bureau, the Guidelines are being submtted to the 1998 plenary session
of the Conference.

2. The paper proposes sone guidelines for mninumstandards for statistica
met adata on the Internet. Internet represents a |l ot of chall enges and provides
a lot of possibilities, but it is believed that m ni mum standards shoul d be
realistic and narrowy focused, rather than broad enconpassing, at this stage.
As statistical institutes are at different |evels of developing a web service,
the docunent should be regarded nmore as guidelines than as strict standards.

! Prepared with the assistance of a working group conposed of Canada,
USA, EFTA, Eurostat, OECD and the UN ECE secretari at.
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. OBJECTI VES

In addition to the proposed guidelines, the paper nentions sone nore anbitious
possibilities. However, technology with its chall enges and possibilities
changes rapidly. This may necessitate future revisions also in the proposed
gui del i nes, whether they are regarded as standards or just as recomrendati ons.

3. The Guidelines are intended for National Statistical Institutes and other
nati onal and international bodies dissem nating statistics.

4, The main objectives of the Guidelines are the foll ow ng:
() to support the world-wi de dissem nation of statistical data on the
I nternet;

(ii) to pronpte a consistent interpretation of statistics fromdifferent
sources by considering
data quality and international conparability as strategic issues;
(iii) to pronote a proper usage and processing of public statistics.

5. Besi des met adata whi ch explains the content of statistical data, the

Gui del i nes al so consi der sonme other information relevant to searching and usage
of statistical information on the Internet. They do not include nore advanced
features, such as netadata for search at the mcro data level, restricted user
access to databases, nmetadata issues linked to pricing, statistical data
confidentiality and the general transm ssion of statistical data via Internet
(e.g. as part of data collection).

6. The CGuidelines are intended to be independent of any specific
technol ogi es. Sone general technical and design issues are discussed briefly in
Section VI “Qther recomrendations”.

I11. METADATA | SSUES SPECI FI C TO THE | NTERNET

7. Al t hough the basic requirenents for nmetadata on the Internet are nuch the
sanme as those for any other medium there are sone particular features of the

I nternet which should be taken into account when considering the devel opnent
and presentation of netadata. The nost inportant are nentioned bel ow.

8. The broad variety of users

It can be assumed that users of statistical information on the net show w der
variation in their ability to search, to understand and to use statistica
information than “traditional” users of statistics. The audience on Internet is
| arger and nore geographically w despread. What is obvious in a nationa

context may be less so in an international one. Consequently, a w der audience
may | ead to greater requirements of netadata

9. The | arge anount of avail able information increases the need for
efficient navigation and search

The issues of search and navigation on the Internet are of greater inportance
than in other dissem nation media. Sone recomendati ons on how to organi se
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honepages and search facilities in a user-friendly way could therefore be
useful .

10. Easy |inkage of information (e.g. hypertext)

At the same time, the Internet provides new features for searching, |inking and
sel ecting information. Appropriate control tools for the organisation of web
pages and the managenent of hyperlinks can thus inprove the quality of

di ssem nati on.

11. Provi ding statistics world-w de makes inconsi stenci es apparent

The availability of statistical information fromdifferent sources nakes for
nmor e vi si bl e net hodol ogi cal differences and inconsistencies. Consequently,

rel evant netainformation is needed to assess the conparability of statistica
dat a.

12. Updating is an essential quality

Internet is a particularly efficient tool for rapid dissem nation of data, and
users expect data to be current. Frequent and efficient routines for updating
both data and netadata are therefore inportant.

13. The interactivity of Internet provi des new opportunities

For statistical offices, the possibilities to anal yse user feedback and to
nmoni t or user behaviour on the Web site permit further inprovenent of the Wb-
site itself, as well as statistical data dissem nation through other nedia. For
users, the interaction with the informati on base (for exanple, through self-
service in databases) and with data providers (by E-mail) provides better
possibilities for obtaining the required statistical data.

V. USERS OF THE | NTERNET

14. A greater effort should be made in order to understand who are Internet
users, since their requirenents for netainformation may vary substantially.
According to the targets of statistical agencies, the users of statistica

i nformati on on Internet can be either internal (that is, statisticians
responsi bl e for the production of statistical information) or external users of
statistical information.

15. Anmongst the external users, subject-matter researchers, politica

deci si on-nmakers, public officials, executives, teachers, students, librarians,
journalists and others can be identified. It is therefore essential that the
statistical agency takes account of the variety of users.

16. Anot her way to classify external users is by their level of skill in
statistics and their interpretation. Bearing this in mnd, the follow ng groups
can be distingui shed:

- users with limted skills in statistical analysis (general public);
- skilled users with limted inclination to read the netadata, e.g.
preferring ready-nmade conpil ati ons;
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- expert users skilled in searching, retrieving, assessing quality,
interpreting and eventual ly producing statistical information on their own.

17. Irrespective of relevance to a specific group, the user of statistica
information on Internet in general needs netadata for the follow ng functions:

- to see what data are available, to assist in the search for information;

- to interpret the information; and, if needed,

- to assi st post-processing of the information (downl oading and further
application).

Rel ating to specific user groups, however, the scope of metadata needed for the

above-nmenti oned functions may differ

V. GUI DELI NES FOR DI FFERENT TYPES OF METADATA

18. Based on the general purposes of metadata, distinction can be made
between three main types, nanely between those assisting search and navi gati on
those assisting interpretation, and those assisting post-processing of data.

19. However, it is very often not possible to nake a strict distinction

bet ween metadata el enments relevant for the different types of users (see para
16). Depending on the requirenments of a specific user, it should be therefore
possi bl e for himher to decide into how nmuch detail to go accessing the

nmet adat a

V.1l. Metadata assisting search and navi gation

20. It is inmportant to be aware of how users set about searching, and how
ability to search varies in relation to statistical information. Many users
will search for statistical information |inked to a specific problemor based
on general interest. Users' ability to specify their need and their

under standi ng of statistical term nology may be rather limted. Sinple as well
as varied search facilities are therefore inportant.

21. It is also advisable to provide hyperlinks between different |evels of
information (e.g., statistical tables, press releases and general information
pages). The Web-site architecture should always all ow users to understand where
they are, find what they are | ooking for, and find out where they can go next.

22. Met adat a provi ding general information about the statistical Wb site
These netadata use to be a part of existing statistical Wb services, Their
role is to help users to understand the general framework of the Wb site.
These i ncl ude:

. Sitemap/table of contents of the Wb site;
. Frequently asked questions, useful as a first guide for using the site;
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. Site news announci ng new features (a new docunent or services, or an
i mportant update);

. Descriptions of statistical subject areas;

. Description of the statistical institution (legal franmework, organisationa
structure etc.);

. Description of the statistical system (role of different partners, etc.);

. Ref erence publications, product overview, general publications;

. Contact persons or e-muil addresses for nore information;

. Rel ease cal endar;

. Links to other WAWVstatistical sites;

. Feedback facilities (via e-mail) allowing to order products and services
avail abl e on the Web.

Such facilities can al so make it possible:
- toinvite users to express their views about a particular site;
- to obtain information from users;
- to create visitors= books and conferencing systens where users can
send in their own contributions.

23. Metadata assisting search.
These netadata can be inplenented with the help of the foll ow ng:

. Press rel eases or other textual/tabular information giving an overview of a
specific topic or subject area, with links (hypertext) to nore detailed
information will provide a good starting point for many non-skilled users;

. Alist of key words linking everyday | anguage to statistical tables/graphs
avail able either directly on the Internet and/or in other electronic or
printed/ published formis a useful feature;

. Local search engine based on free text search - this is what many users
expect. One shoul d however be aware of the inplenmentation problens, as it
is inmportant to establish links via synonyns from everyday | anguage to
technical ternms often used in tables. Integration with a thesaurus is
usef ul ;

. A hierarchical subject matter classification is preferred by many users to
be able to “drill” down to a specific subject area and table. Too many
hi erarchical levels are not efficient (maximm 3-4).

V.2. Metadata assisting interpretation

24. The requirenent to supply information for interpretation will to some
extent depend on the subject area, the type of information provided and the
target user groups for any specific service. It is obvious that the needs may
vary substantially between general users, nedia, researchers, etc.

25. However, follow ng the general objectives, and taking into account the
needs users of all skill levels, as much infornmation as necessary to nake a
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i mportant to supply information on the |eve
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t interpretation and to avoid m suse should be nmade avail able. It

di fferent sources.

26.

A further

challenge is to link data/metadata in such a way that us

choose the option they really need to use and interpret statistica
informati on correctly.

27.

M ni mum set of netadata required for the correct

Recomrended

statis

V. 3.

It is therefore recommended that for any formof statistical data
presented on the Internet (e.g., statistical indicator as a separate fig
graph or table) the follow ng netainformtion should be avail abl e:

may be

of conparability with data from

ers can

ure,

interpretation of statistics:

- Titl e/ content description (depending on subject areal/content);
Oten including the follow ng el enents:

Statistical population;

Ceogr aphi cal coverage;

Qobservation unit;

Classifications and standards appli ed;

- Label s for rows/colums in tables and el enents of graph
- Definitions of |abels;

- Measurenment unit;

- Ti me referencel/ peri od;

- Regi onal units;

- Conparability over time (break in series, mssing data);
- Foot not es hi ghlighting specific precautions;

- Source of the data (agency conpiling the data);

- Expl anati on of standard synbols in tables;

- Any information on copyright, restrictions of usage;

- Contact points for additional information

tics:

met adata for better assessing the quality and conparability

- Conparability with alternative sources;

- Links to press rel eases/summary of findings;

- Description of nethods used in collection, revision, calculation
and estimation of the statistics;

- Informati on on error sources and accuracy of the statistics;

- Descripti on of background and purpose of the statistics;
concepts, variables and standards used.

Met adat a assi sting post-processing

28. This type of netadata should be included when statistical data are

downl o

aded for

further application.

There are two inportant requirenents:

(i)

of

Met adata | i sted under the 'basic standard’ in para 27, should either be
attached to the downl oadabl e data, or should be easy to access and
downl oad in a separate operation. In addition, one nmay foresee so

me
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other nmetadata, |like possibilities/restrictions for re-use and conbi nati ons
(e.g., linked to confidentiality, suppression of data, etc.).

(ii) Datal/netadata should allow further processing using suitable tools, |ike
spreadsheets, databases, packages for statistical analysis, packages for
tabul ati on/ graphic presentation/thematic nmaps. Larger tables should be
easily downl coadable. When putting data on Internet, statistical agencies
shoul d be aware of the possibilities and Iimtations of the different
formats with regard to downl oading of statistical data

29. For exanple:

- Tabl es or text in picture formats (gif, jpg) are not practical for
further analysis and processing.

- Ceneral and open formats (conma separated ASCI| etc.) should al ways
be avail abl e.

- Proprietary formats (spreadsheets, statistical packages) may be
useful to sinmplify further processing and include basic metadata.
When a proprietary format is used, reference to the software, or a
possibility to download it should be al so included.

VI . OTHER RECOMMENDATI ONS

30. In general, it is recommended to adapt or devel op sone guidelines for
each specific site concerning the design of pages, formats for downl oadi ng,
etc.. The general Internet “Good practice guidelines” are valid but the specia
nature of statistical data should be taken into account. Studying conparable
sites to find a fitting practice is useful

31. Management: The statistical agency should consi der nmanagenent and cost
i ssues |linked to the establishnent and updating of a Web site, including the
al l ocati on of resources.

32. User nonitoring: Internet dissem nation provides good possibilities for
the anal ysis of users’ demands. Statistics can be devel oped on the usage of
different parts of the service, and possibly also according to user types. It
is possible to log the requests on the site, keep track of which navigation
parts are followed, which keywords are used for search, etc. These statistics
and feedback should be used for inproving the Wb pages, as well as for
statistical data dissem nation through other channels.

33. Language: Since a Wb site addresses an international comunity, it is
recommended that an English version should be available for a major part of the
Web service, at |east the Honme page and sone general information

34. Update information: Updating is a critical part of a Wb service.

Aut omat ed, dynam c |inks to general databases are often preferable to ad-hoc
manual updating of static pages. Date of |ast update should be indicated |inked
to the homepage and to specific information itens/pages.
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35. VWhat's new? It is reconmended to announce a new feature (a new document
or service or an inportant update) on a regular basis. The page can be in a

si ngl e | anguage but nust indicate the |anguage versions in which any new
docunent is available. The | abels "New' and "Update" can be recomended only
for docunents or services of particular interest. The hyperlinks to a document
shoul d be included after the docunent is ready (hence no "under construction”
message) .

36. "Title", "Classification" and "Keywords". These are netadata designed to
facilitate access to docunments. Each web page should have a well defined title
in order to allow the user to find the right page, after a certain nunmber of
steps, wi thout using the “Back” button too many tinmes. “Title” and “Keywords”
are particularly inportant since they can be read by search engi nes, thus they
serve to index a docunment. Since they are vital if a search engine is to find a
docunent, their use can be highly recomended.

37. Country/region nane: It is recommended that the country/regi on nanme be
included in the title of the WMWVhonmepage. In the Wrld Wde Wb environnent,
simply “Statistical Ofice”, “CSO or text in national |anguage is not
sufficient.

38. Graphi cs/ speci al icons: The users attention nust not be distracted from
the content of the information. Statistical data and text, especially tables,
need sinple background with no nulticoloured patterns. Care should also be
taken to ensure that inmages do not slow down the | oading of a page onto screen

39. Area that can be displayed on the screen: The format of the screen is
different fromthe normal printed page, therefore just uploading documents in
the sane format as they are printed is not always sufficient. This applies
particularly to large tables, where the user may | oose text on rows and

headi ngs.

40. Technol ogy: When choosi ng technol ogy one shoul d be aware of possible
limtations on the user side for accessing pages using the nbost advanced
sol uti ons (Franes, Java Applets, ActiveX, etc.). Technol ogi es adopted for

I nternet should not exceed the processing capacity of a relatively w de and
soneti mes unsophi sticated user base.



