NATIONS UNIES OBBbEJIMHEHHBIE HAIINM UNITED NATIONS

COMMISSION ECONOMIQUE 3KOHOMMUYECKAS KOMUCCUI ECONOMIC COMMISSION
POUR L'EUROPE IJIs1 EBPOIIBI FOR EUROPE
SEMINAIRE CEMUHAP SEMINAR

Di str.

STATI STI CAL COVM SSI ON AND

ECONOM C COMM SSI ON FOR EUROPE GENERAL

CES/ SEM 43/ 27

CONFERENCE OF EURCPEAN 7 April 2000

STATI STI CI ANS

ENGLI SH ONLY
Sem nar on integrated statistical information

systens and related matters (1SI'S 2000)
(Riga, Latvia, 29-31 May 2000)

Topic IV: Inproving data di ssem nation strategies

| MPROVI NG DATA DI SSEM NATI ON TECHNI QUES AND STRATEG ES:
CASE AND STRATEGY OF THE NATI ONAL STATI STI CAL | NSTI TUTE OF | TALY (| STAT)

Contri buted paper

Subnitted by the National Statistical Institute of Italy (ISTAT)?!

l. I NTRODUCTI ON

1. In the second half of the 1990s, Istat dissem nation activities were devel oped
t hrough the constant adjustnent of three main tools: the inplenmentation of |oca
areas and web-based networks; better quality of publications, floppy disks and CD
rom and greater attention to special events, such as conferences and neetings, as

i ndependent communi cation channels.

2. Over the past three years, new Internet-based technol ogi es speeded up, and
Istat’ s approach to di ssem nation and that of the nobst inportant European and Nort h-
American statistical institutes has greatly changed.

3. However, publications and events were not replaced by the extensive use of the
Internet, rather there was an indirect pressure toward inprovenment, and a new
bal ance has been establi shed.

4, The introduction of new Internet technol ogies gave way to the usual fear that
ol der nmedi a woul d soon becone obsol ete, though such a threat was not confirnmed.

Mor eover, European statistical institutes carried out surveys to gather information
on user preferences - the Internet or printed publications - and findi ngs have shown
that user preferences are evenly distributed. The w despread diffusion of new
technol ogies to favour the access to information is determ ning an increase in
demand and creating new needs; quality has increased because every avail abl e

i nstrument has been used, fromthe nost traditional to the nost innovating tools.
Further evidence is provided by a recent Istat survey where it was found that young
peopl e who are nore famliar with PCs read nore. The "Rapporto sull'editoria in
Italia"” (Report on Publishing in Italy), published by the Associ azione italiana
degli editori, compares the penetration of conputer hardware and the habit of book-
reading in several European countries; the results show that the penetration of new

1 Prepared by Vincenzo Lo Mbro and Gerardo G acummo.
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technol ogi es to access digital data and e-texts increases the reading habits in the
countries studied: in the United Kingdomthere is 76% of readers and 3.47 of 100
people owmn a PC, in Germany figures are 72% and 3.72; France 69% and 2.9; Spain 45%
and 1.36, and Italy 56.9% and 1. 44.

5. It should be underlined that, three years ago, to neet this challenge better
we decided to nmerge in one area - the Dissem nati on and Dat abanks Departnent -
several tasks: corporate conmunication, dissem nation and selling of electronic and
paper products, organisation of special events.

6. Thi s paper examines in the first part the recent devel opnent of three groups

of tools - new, old, odd - determ ned by nore dynamc Internet-related instrunents.
It has been a "fine tuning"” process, the main adjustnents and their interaction are
anal ysed.

7. In the second part the general dissem nation strategy to be adopted in the
future is discussed. This issue is analysed froman "informational approach”

vi ewpoi nt, assum ng that statistics is a basic asset to the information society,
which inplies that statistics is given a different inportance.

1. THE DEVELOPMENT OF DI SSEM NATI ON OVER THE PAST YEARS: FI NE TUNI NG
1.1 New nedi a

8. Istat first used the Internet to comuni cate and di ssemi nate statistica
information in 1996, when the Institute’s web-site was presented at the cel ebration
of its 70'" anniversary. In May 1998, the Istat web-site was redesigned, taking into
account coments, suggestions and advice from several sources: users and their needs
first of all, and the experience of other Institutes. Constant inprovenents and
changes were introduced to assist users in retrieving information. At the end of
1999 further changes were made. The bal ance between web pages to dissem nate data
and pages for corporate conmunication has changed. |In 2000, the fourth release wll
be avail able, the main aimbeing the creation of a single easy access to data
available in the Internet, in spite of the growth in the anmount of information. On
the whole, the Iifecycle of a web-site has halved, fromtwo to | ess than one year
with the revision of pages nade between two subsequent releases (in 1998 Statistics
Net herl ands reported that the average |ifecycle was 18 nonths).

9. The current design of our web-site is a synthesis of the Institute’'s

comuni cati on needs, pages describing products and services, careers at Istat, the
description of Istat, the need of users for a rapid access to statistica

i nformati on, pages with on-line data, statistics on the web, and link to the
Bulletin board system In this way, |Istat can easily comunicate its m ssion
activities and goals to different typol ogies of users, and the role of traditiona
nmedia is definitely reduced.

10. Qur home page lists the six areas of the site which can be accessed:

i) On-line data: statistics for experts and conmon users, with press rel eases,
Statistiche in breve , Note rapide;

i) Products and services: new publications, products and di ssem nation strategy,
on-line publications and products, tailor-made and standard services, Data shop
Eurostat, Library, Quality Charter;

iii) Events: information on conferences, neetings and wor kshops, whether organised
by Istat or with the participation of Istat, with avail abl e papers;

iv) Conpetitive exam nations, grants stages: job opportunities and training at

I stat;

V) Statistics on the web: selected Iinks to main Italian sites, internationa
organi sati ons, domestic and foreign statistical Institutes;

Vi) Istat: history, mission, international relations, progranms and the Institute

organi sation chart.
Access to news is on the left of the home page; it includes Iinks to new data and
i nformati on avail able on the web site, listed by date and typol ogy.
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11. A tool bar, at the bottom of the page links to the English pages, the Bulletin
board system Cens.istat.it, and Sistan (National Statistical Systenm), the search
engi ne and shows the copyright. The English pages are arranged as the Italian
pages, though shortened information is given, as in other European sites where the
English translation offers reduced content. Following the link to the Bulletin
board system resident data can be downl oaded.

12. The nunber of accesses to our web-sites, counted through products and based on
alog file in the server, shows that user interest is growing. For exanmple, in the
four weeks of January 2000, the requests to the Istat web-site rose from about
124,000 to nore than 150,000, the gromh rate was 24% and the daily average

i ncreased from 18,000 to 22,000. These new tools are being used with traditiona
surveys on dermand, carried out on users accessing information centres, purchasing
products by mail or on subscribers.

13. A trend, which should be devel oped further is the |link to other producers of
statistical information, even though we already list a |arge nunber of them The
I stat web-site should beconme a Iink to access public and private producers of
statistical information, who share resources and specific know how through

col | aboration, partnership and agreements. Thus a detailed information scenario
woul d be avail abl e, covering every field. This approach is the future of

di ssem nation, and IT experts believe it will be the next devel opment, based on
sharing ideas and increasing "collective intelligence".

1.2 Ad nedia

14. Qur publications (nore than 120 vol unes per year), which have been redesigned
fromthe m d-1990s, are continuously revised to offer better data quality, to
increase their readability and i nprove specific details related to specific
publ i shing issues. The Annuario statistico italiano (ltalian Statistical Yearbook)
is an exanple. Three years ago, this volune was conpl etely redesigned, and now
quality is constantly checked: each chapter contains an introduction explaining
tabl es, suggestions for further readings, a bibliography, a glossary, methodol ogica
notes and a CD is enclosed. The constant revision of the Annuario (Yearbook) is the
necessary preparation to standardise all the specific and thematic publications,
collected in five collection and 14 sectors.

15. Besi des paper publications, electronic nedia, floppy disks and CD-rom are
of fered, thus assuring a release tinme cut and the possibility to process a |arge
amount of data.

16. In 2000, Istat products will be distributed all over the country by a private
conmpany. Even this approach changes the relationship with users. Until 1998, to
have an Istat publication, users would ask the main office in Rome or regiona
centres in capital cities, during office hours and with all the problens arising
fromnmail delivery or they would go to offices. Now, with donestic distribution
nmore than three hundred bookshops have our Catal ogue and our nobst inportant
publications. The overall supply includes nore than 100 press rel eases, Note rapide
and Statistiche in breve, information on specific topics is tinely rel eased, before
vol unes are printed

17. However, adjustnents were nmade in this field as well: in 1999 the radi o was
used again, w th conmunications, weekly progranmes and interviews based on daily
events. A growing interest arose and this approach will probably be enhanced and
better arranged.

1.3 Odd nedia

18. Since the 1950s, Istat has been participating in all events that could favour

the access to statistical information. From 1996, Istat has been involved in
speci fic sectorial events, w th about 93,000 people contacting Istat stands and
about 46,000 people attending Istat neetings and seminars. W should add the
t housands of users (nmore than 278,000 in the exam ned period) who go to the 18
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Informati on Centres, Istat regional offices, to consult or buy publications and
t abl es.

19. As we did for publications, "events/neetings" were redefined within

di ssem nation activities to inprove their effectiveness. |In spite of the inportant
role that communi cation over the Internet plays, a direct contact with users is
still required. Internet cannot replace the inportance of direct contact and the
suggestions Institutes receive fromseveral sources are a basic tool to measure user
satisfaction and assess the anmpunt of resources that should be allocated to produce
standard or tailor-mde products.

I1l. CURRENT AND FUTURE DEVELOPMENT: A STRATEGY
I1l1.1 The demand for official statistics

20. I ndi vi dual s and comunities use statistics to limt information uncertainty in
maki ng deci sions. The npost convincing theoretical pattern is based on a nodel of

i nformati on econony in which individuals search for an unknown figure required to
limt their uncertainty and inprove conditions for making decisions.

21. Oficial statistics and governnent statistics fulfil this task, by providing
figures, data and information which limt both uncertainty in making decisions and
the cost of private provision. Mreover, official statistics have a nunber of
characteristics: for public goods (no advantage for private production; non-
exclusion in the majority of cases); for nerit goods (it increases socia

consci ousness, raises education and hel ps in nmaki ng enmergency decisions); for equity
(citizens share the sanme ampunt of information); and for conmmon goods (as they are
used in the production of all the other goods). Dermand and supply conditions are
not easy and straightforward for these goods. Especially, as it is very difficult
to place the citizen-comunity user first.

22. Using a Principal - Agent approach, NSIs do not directly receive requests for
data. Demand is made through the government-political-electoral system (the
Principal) and not directly fromcitizens. 1In the western world, the NSIs (the

Agent) are very autononous/i ndependent regarding the nmethods (processes) and
products/services to be supplied (such as surveys to be carried out).

23. Process quality is guaranteed by third parties (in Italy the “Comm ssione d
garanzi a dell’informazione statistica”), offices reputation, assessments of the
scientific community and deontol ogi cal codes. 1In the nineteenth century, Melchiorre

Goia said that statistics were facts and figures that citizens need in their daily
life and policy-makers need to take deci sions.

24, But users are nore nunerous than the Principal (as defined in para. 22) and in
a correct vision are the true principals. Since the demand is received, at |east,
by two kind of principals (Principal-stakehol der-sharehol der and Princi pal -user -
citizen), the final contract represents a conmprom se of different needs. This
conprom se can be easily achieved in a society with a |low use of information, while
in our information society it is a nore controversial conmpromi se. In fact, besides
the internal requirenment concerning statistical process quality (conpleteness,
reliability, robustness) there are other external requirenents (such as tineliness,
possibility of further processing, detailed information) and there are new
information fields to be investigated.

25. Trade-offs at different | evels concerning what is to be included in the NSIs
agenda and the acceptable quality level outlines different types of users, that is,
di fferences anong the various parties interested in statistics. Exanples of trade-
of f problenms are: breakdown and quality for external trade statistics; national data
facing local information; providing data directly to the users or feeding the
secondary market .

26. As a consequence, future conflicts may ari se anpbng users: which statistica
data (surveys to be carried out) should be produced will be no Ionger only
determ ned by stakeholders. |In fact future custoners may be willing to express
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directly their opinion, and not through a system of experts (statisticians,
professors, politicians, opinion makers, national accountants, governnment, people
i nvol ved in European harnoni sation).

27. Though the devel opnent envisaged so far will be slowwth limted influences,
t he change fromtraditional dissem nation to new products which can be downl oaded
fromon-1line database is already posing a central problem the requests from users
with different needs.

28. Summi ng up, a nunber of inportant changes has affected the public statistica
function as well as other public functions during recent years. The agency
relationship (that is the relationship established between one principal and his
agent) has been rather straightforward for a long tinme: expenses were conpletely
financed and the official statistical system provided basic data to public bodies,
public decision-makers, the scientific community and citizens. Mss nmedia were
mai nly used to dissem nate statistical data

29. Lately, this relationship nodel has changed, demand has becone nore conpl ex,
NSIs have had to fulfil the needs of a nore conplex set of custonmers (not only the
so-cal | ed stakehol ders, but occasional and new users, citizens, big enterprises,

| ocal institutions). A nunber of requests are com ng from subjects representing
different kind of statistical needs.

I11.2 The informati on mar ket

30. Statistical information, whether supplied by public bodies or private
institutions, are assets of a conplex kind which have not been thoroughly anal ysed.
Informati on theory has never dealt with statistics, despite its quick devel opnent
and remarkabl e di ssem nation over the |ast few years.

31. Such a theoretical and practical deficiency can be partly attributed to
statistics being considered a sort of “sem -finished goods”. To understand the ful
meani ng of statistics, nodels, comments, analyses or interpretations to dissem nate
statistical information ampbng non professional users should be added.

32. Mor eover, statistics are included in the field of tout court Information,
which is one of the nost conplex and difficult fields to neasure. It is very
difficult to assess the value of information and represent it in any exchange, as it
is determ ned by the nunmber of users who have access to it and by the behavi our of
operators. In a private exchange, the contract established between the seller and
the buyer should carefully take into consideration any possible use that both
parties could make of the information. Oten the actual value of the information
can only be assessed ex-post, nanely after the purchase has been made (if the

i nformati on was known in advance there would be no need to buy it). If the exchange
is conpletely or partially public, then other issues are to be considered.

33. Information structured in conplex information systens, as statistics is,
differs fromtraditional goods and market services in three characteristics:
difficult definition of exclusion systens; difficulties in having transparent
exchanges; difficult recovery of investments. Statistical information processed for
the whole community is affected by the sane type of problens. |In fact, these
difficulties have becone nore conplex and wi despread in the “information society”.
These issues are wi dely di scussed when anal ysing the problens raised by database
protection, where content is often intermngled with the architecture of the

dat abase itself. W should not forget that the structure of a database is the
result of creativity and hard work. These issues should be anal ysed one by one, to
get sonme positive suggestions.

34. Difficulties in exclusion are due to the rigid agreements which shoul d govern
the supply of information fromone party to another, otherw se information could
become a public domain. |In other words agreenents with purchasers should forbid re-
di ssem nation. Controlling the full enforcenment of these agreements is very
important. In a society where nets alnost rule life, expenses to establish
agreenents and control their full enforcenent (typical transactional costs) would



CES/ SEM 43/ 27
page 6

exceed so nmuch profits that restricting re-dissem nation would not be profitable,
especially in the case of Government funding.

35. Difficulties in transparent exchanges arise fromthe sane remarks, nade from
the purchaser’s point of view. The price of data can be paid if the purchaser
becomes the only owner. 1In the case thata data are shared with other parties, the
anount paid may not be appropriate for shared data (there are still doubts on

whet her the price to be paid is a proper anopunt). He or she does not know the
nunber of other purchasers and cannot prevent other parties from purchasing data,
unless rigid restrictions on the exchange are established in the agreenent. Thus,
the profit he or she may make in purchasing data may be significantly | ower than the
amount pai d.

36. Difficulties in recovering investnments are common when i npl enenting

i nformati on systens or when carrying out a conplex survey (|abour force, prices
etc.). Expenses to inplenment an information system may not be recovered unl ess
particul ar conditions favouring the sale of data occur. On the contrary, the added
cost for each supply is very low or insignificant. Data are downl oaded fromthe
Internet with no added costs for the producer. For NSIs, the information system
shoul d be inplenmented with Governnent funds. Any attenpt to recover investnment may
result in very high access costs (with a very high nunber of chances to fail). On
t he other hand recovering the few margi nal costs would result in the creation of
usel ess barriers and greater management costs. |If no cost is recovered at all
access woul d be free.

37. A further positive principle is to be stressed: the necessity of equa
di ssem nation, to avoid any behaviour discrimnating users. In the private field,
di scounts and gifts are used owing to marketing strategies. In the field of public

statistics, until now, discounts and gifts are used depending on the type of user

di scounts or free products for governnment and educational users, full price is
applied for private sector users. This was a successful strategy in a “slow

di ssem nation” society, but it my lead to failure in a society where access to data
is quicker and easier. In fact, this may lead to inequalities, useless barriers and
i ncentives to avoid rules.

38. Thus, two opposing nodel s can be adopted: one aimng at very strong and rigid
agreenent, inposing rigid barriers to defend data and database copyright; another
where every restriction inposed on di ssem nation or re-dissemnation is to be
abol i shed.

39. As far as public statistics is concerned, the following itens are inplied in
the first nodel: very high transactional costs; restrictions on overal

di ssemi nation; charging citizens twi ce, once as tax-payer and then as buyer;

wi despread equity, only if the agreenment and controlling systemwork properly.

40. The second nodel inplies: |ow managenent costs; renoval of every marketing

function (not including pronotion, probably); enhancenent of on-Iine dissem nation
re-di ssem nation agreenents mainly aimng at maki ng access to data easier

I11.3 A new perspective

41. The informational approach proposed inplies a different devel opment and new
rel ationships with partners based on nmutual satisfaction besides institutional and
econom c issues. It should be taken into account that the outside world approaches

public statistics to fulfil well determ ned needs. Everybody woul d benefit by the
fulfilment (as nmuch as possible) of these needs. Myreover the informationa
approach affects di ssem nation and comruni cation policies and, to a | arger extent,
production and internal organisation processes.

42. Limting our attention to dissemnation policies, it is possible to shift from
a positive level to a suggesting one. The three sets of instruments we have

descri bed, detailing their "fine tuning”, would be devel oped further in the future
along a path that has already been determ ned by current choices.
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43. New media will be mainly dissem nated on-line, replacing traditional volunes
and i nnovations in electronic products will be adopted. Data access and their re-
dissem nation will be freely available to two types of users: one free and the
second, with nore detailed information, on paynent.

44, The introduction of banners on our sites will be considered, as it could
become a self-financing source to support site inplementati on and nmanagenent.
Statistical data produced by EU NSIs shoul d be avail able at one site only,

di ssem nating conparabl e and harnoni sed data. Two access |evels should be
established as well.

45. The limted issues of old nmedia, mainly for historical documentation purposes,
will be integrated by printing on demand. Books will play a newrole, owing to
partnershi ps aimng at increasing the value of content and design. Licence
agreenents with private conpanies will ensure a wider circulation of publications.
46. Qdd nedi a, events, would still be inportant occasions to neet users and

st akehol ders and to eval uate products and services. Events are a way to extent the
rel ati onship between citizens and official statistics. Information centres play a

key role, as they represent the place where statistical information can be accessed
and because producers and consuners of statistical data can neet there.

47. A central management is required to dissem nate services all over the country,
and a call centre would be used to ensure the uniform handling of users, training of
regi onal centre operators and a professional approach to conpl ex requests.
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