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I.  INTRODUCTION 

1. In order to reach larger user groups, Eurostat started a project on disseminating statistical 
information through a wiki system. Content from existing publications is converted into a 
wiki-suitable form and numerous hyperlinks to the Eurostat data bases and publications, and 
to related information on the Eurostat and on other websites are included. The wiki system 
can then be updated by all Eurostat staff, conflicts will be managed by the Dissemination 
unit. It offers a new way of collaboration and transparency. It is expected to improve the 
quality of Eurostat's dissemination and to increase the motivation of the participating staff. 

 

II.  THE PROBLEM 

2. Eurostat publishes annually 5-15 printed statistical books, 15 pocketbooks, 120 Statistics 
in Focus and various methodological publications. Large amounts of value-added content 
have been created and are disseminated in paper and PDF format. Similar content is often 
created repetitively in different forms for different purposes.  

3. Especially for large publications such as the Eurostat yearbook, the production process is 
quite cumbersome. Draft are circulated and discussed several times with the statistical units 
concerned before a final version is reached. As a consequence, data at the moment of 
publishing is already 6-9 months older than what can be found on the website. 

4. In order to improve the situation, the Eurostat management committee asked to examine 
possibilities to disseminate the content of publications more effectively. It also limited the 
number of major printed publications to 5 per year and asked to promote the publishing of 
small 'Statistics in Focus' publications. 

5. The subsequent discussions lead to the creation of a Wiki-type system for the 
dissemination of textual content. This new system does not only change the way of 
dissemination, but also the way of collaboration between the statistical and the dissemination 
unit. 

                                                

1 Prepared by Pavel .Borkovec, Marc Debusschere, Gunter Schäfer, Ulrich Wieland, Eurostat  
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A. Using Wiki to improve communication 

6. Since the remarkable success of Wikipedia, which, only a few years after its creation in 
2001, became the main global reference for encyclopaedic information, Wiki technology 
became popular for numerous other applications. 

7. The success of Wikipedia lies in the fact that everybody who feels to be expert in a field 
can contribute to its content. The editing language is simple and easy to learn, and well 
documented. Producing an attractive layout also does not require high technical skills. The 
system keeps trace of all changes, so that inadequate contributions can be removed and a 
previous version restored. The author of a contribution can always be traced.  

8. A similar concept is now proposed to contribute to the value-added content of Eurostat. 
Statistical articles are proposed by an expert in a field, but can then be reviewed easily by 
his/her colleague or supervisor. They can be revised by different person under different 
angles, for example by a statistical expert on content, by a native English speaker on 
language, by a technical person on layout and presentation, and by a reviser on coherence or 
political correctness.  

9. Communicating the results of statistics to a larger audience is a difficult task which 
requires high-level skills both on the statistical and on the editorial level. Experience shows 
that Eurostat staff has a high level on statistical skills, but editorial skills are often limited. 
Only a few people combine both skills in the same way and are able to produce attractive 
and informative statistical articles for the intended audience. An additional problem is the 
fact that only a few people in Eurostat write in their mother tongue. Combining capacities of 
different people with different qualities when writing articles will lead to much better 
results. 

10. A further element of this approach is the ease of re-use of information. The fact that all 
Eurostat articles are stored or are at least accessible from one single integrated system makes 
an end to the current diversity of sources (Publications, ESMS-files, short descriptions for 
data sets, definitions.  Texts will be re-used rather than re-written, and original text might be 
improved or updated at the same time. Quality of texts will therefore automatically improve 
over time, and multiple variants of the same content will disappear. 

B. The concept of Statistics Explained 

a. The overall structure 

11. Statistics Explained is expected to become an entry point for all types of users of 
Eurostat statistics. It is a new way of publishing statistical information, using wiki 
technology. It is comparable to Wikipedia in technical and content aspects, but not in 
governance.  

12. The main part of Statistics Explained consists of statistical articles presenting and 
explaining statistical data on a specific topic. Statistical articles have a fixed structure and 
show the main statistical results, explain data sources and data problems as well as the 
potential use of the data. Numerous links lead to detailed data on the Eurostat data base, but 
also to external information such as related international organisations, European legislation, 
academic articles, policy information etc. A typical example of a statistical article is shown 
in annex 1. A solid basis of statistical articles for all statistical areas has been taken 
established from the content of the Eurostat yearbook and the regional yearbook. 

13. In addition, Statistics Explained has two types of background pages. Background articles 
explain methodologies and statistical concepts in an understandable way. They may cover a 
variety of topics such as data collection methods, surveys, statistical concepts or methods, or 
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the relationship between statistical indicators. The second type are glossary items, which are 
short explanations of concepts appearing statistical articles. Both glossary items and 
statistical articles are currently taken from various Eurostat publications. 

14. The system follows a three-layer model covering three different levels of access to 
statistical information. The first level is targeted at the general public, requiring minimal 
prior knowledge. The second level covers professionals not specialised in statistics, and the 
third level covers statistical or data experts. In the Eurostat dissemination, Statistics 
Explained covers the first level and parts of the second level (see annex 2). However, the 
various links to all levels of metadata and to the latest and most detailed data make the 
system also a user-friendly entry point for specialists and for all kind of European statistical 
information. 

b. The governance 

15. For the governance of Statistics Explained it is important to find a good balance between 
functions for cooperative working on content and the means to control the content by the 
organisational units and statisticians in charge. 

16. In contrast to Wikipedia, Statistics Explained cannot be modified by external users.  

17. Although everybody in Eurostat will be able to log in as editor and make modifications, 
it is a major principle of Statistics Explained that its content will be fully controlled in 
cooperation between the dissemination unit and the unit in charge of its content. A validation 
procedure will assure that only validated content will become visible for users.  

18. In detail, the governance applies the following principles: 

− The content is 'owned' by the statistical unit responsible for the topic. In case of 
cooperation between units on a subject, a responsible unit is identified after 
consultation; 

− Modifications to the content can be done by all Eurostat users after logging in; there is 
no anonymous modification possible; 

− The Dissemination Unit is in charge for the overall coordination, such as the general 
structure of pages, navigation or other general pages. It also coordinates the coherence 
and user-friendly presentation of all pages in terms of readability and conformity to the 
guidelines. 

− New entries or modifications to existing ones are only visible to users after validation 
by the dissemination unit. Except for trivial modifications, it will consult the unit in 
charge before releasing new information. 

− The Eurostat Dissemination Committee will regularly discuss governance issues and 
potential improvements. 

19. A major question of Statistics Explained is the updating of the content. Since newest 
data can always be easily accessed through hyperlinks, there is no need for frequent updates. 
However, text and tables/graphs should not become too outdated either. For example, in the 
current situation of unexpected economic decline, it might be advisable to update texts 
talking about continuous growth during the past years. The need for updating is very 
dependent on the subject covered. However, units will be invited to check their pages at least 
once a year. 
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20. In its current form, Statistics Explained contains graphs, tables and maps that have 
mostly been created by a professional service in the production process of a publication. The 
dissemination will provide this service in the future for individual graphs and tables to be 
inserted into Statistics Explained. 

c. Statistics Explained and Publications 

21. The introduction of Statistics Explained will have a major impact on the future of 
publications.  

22. In a first phase, Statistics Explained will be primarily a tool for presenting and 
integrating existing publication content with some added value, such as the cross linking. 
Content created for the purpose of Statistics Explained will be very rare albeit not 
impossible. 

23. In a second phase, Statistics Explained should take a wider role towards publications by 
replacing some of the current Statistical Books because it is much easier and faster to update 
or enlarge the entries of Statistics Explained than producing a new publication.  

24. In a third phase, Statistics Explained will be suitable to become a type of production 
system for publications in that a selection of Statistics Explained entries will be recombined 
into a traditional publication. The production process of publications such as the yearbook or 
the regional yearbook could be much simplified by selecting and assembling a set of 
statistical articles which previously have been updated by the statistical units.   

C. First experiences 

25. The system is currently in a pilot phase. At the time of writing, the system has not yet 
been deployed to the whole of Eurostat, nor to the general public. Although technically 
access is possible for all Eurostat staff, no publicity has been made yet. Currently, the staff 
of the Dissemination Unit feeds as first priority the content of the Eurostat yearbook and the 
regional yearbook and makes various experiments with adding other types of existing 
information. In parallel, user guides are written and training is prepared.  

26. Currently, the system contains over 100 statistical articles and 150 articles in the 
background area. 

27. First experiences show a very high motivation of the people involved in the project. The 
gradual and incremental improvement can already be seen within the work of the 
dissemination unit. First contacts with statistical units also show a high level of interest, and 
a small number of 'ad-hoc'-corrections have already taken place. First experiences also show 
that very clear guidelines need to be established, especially on the level of structuring of the 
information. The concept of statistical articles and of the various types of background 
articles must be well communicated and enforced, in order to arrive at a sufficiently 
homogeneous content. 

28. The system is expected to become publically accessible towards the middle of 2009. It is 
expected to have a major impact on the dissemination of statistics in Europe. 
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Annex 1: Example of a statistical page on Agricultural Products 

(texts are extracted from the Eurostat yearbook and are shortened) 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Annex 2: Role of Statistics Explained in the Eurostat dissemination 

REST OF THE INTERNET EUROSTAT (+ EC) WEB SITE
Statistics Explained

Google Foreground area Statistical area Background area 
(navigation aids)

External link CODED
Statistical article

 

Bookmark Introduction Glossary RAMON 
Themes tree Contents (short definition)

1 Main statistical findings

2 Data sources and availability ESMS file
Categories 3 Context

4 Further Eurostat information

    4.1 Links to publications, data Background article EUR-Lex
Search 5 External links (detailed description)

6 See also

Categories

Metadata

Publication 

Main table Database

External website
deep link if possible

ECB
Data

SpecialistsInterested non-specialistsGeneral public

(simplified metadata)

 


