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Abstract 

The information environment is characterised by an overflow of information and misinformation. In 

today’s digital world anyone can comment, share, publish, edit and republish information, and we are 

surrounded by fragmented information and noise. Who do we listen to and whose information do we 

trust in the individualised post-truth world? William Davies argued in his article, published in the 

Guardian in January 2017, that “the ability of statistics to accurately represent the world is declining.” 

He maintained that “In its wake, a new age of big data controlled by private companies is taking 

over.”  

We can also look at this situation from the opposite direction. Statistics, produced by National 

Statistical Institutes, have a strong order to be more visible and to have a more active role. The social 

questions of our time – globalisation, immigration flows, climate change, the rise of populism and 

mistrust, ageing of the population – are all extremely complex, requiring statistical facts and analysis 

for decision-making.  

In this context, statisticians need to ask themselves: How do we compete in the post-truth world? How 

do we stay relevant, visible and influential? And most of all, how do we communicate and build new 

capacities that are obviously crucial to communication?  

The aim of the presentation is to bring up the main steps that the statistical community has taken to 

compete in this new environment. The solutions, such as changes in strategy, renewal of procedures 

and competence development are presented in this article from the communication perspective. The 

main challenges are the following: how to transform the NSI from a data source producer towards an 

active actor and discussant that can also lead social debate and whose experts take an active part in 

discussions and how media competence is raised to a new level. This article also describes a few 

concrete actions and case studies of Statistics Finland. 

Keywords: alternative facts, post-truth world, official statistics, communication, new capacities, 

communication strategy 
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Abstract 

  
The information environment is characterised by an overflow of information and 

misinformation. In today’s digital world anyone can comment, share, publish, edit and republish 

information, and we are surrounded by fragmented information and noise. Who do we listen to 

and whose information do we trust in the individualised post-truth world?  

We can also look at this situation from the opposite direction. Statistics, produced by National 

Statistical Institutes (NSI), have a strong order to be more visible and to have a more active role. 

The social questions of our time – globalisation, immigration flows, climate change, the rise of 

populism and mistrust, ageing of the population – are all extremely complex, requiring statistical 

facts and analysis for decision-making.  

In this context, statisticians need to ask themselves: How do we compete in the post-truth world? 

How do we stay relevant, visible and influential? And most of all, how do we communicate and 

build new capacities that are obviously crucial to communication?  

The aim of the article is to bring up the main steps that the statistical community has taken to 

compete in this new environment. The main challenges are the following: how to maintain the 

relevance of the content of NSI’s statistics? And how to transform the NSI from a data source 

producer towards an active actor and discussant that can also lead social debate and whose 

experts take an active part in discussions and how media competence is raised to a new level. 

This article also describes a few concrete actions and case studies of Statistics Finland. 

Keywords: alternative facts, fake news, official statistics, relevance, code of Practice, 

communication, new capacities, communication strategy 
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1. How do official statistics challenge alternative truths?  

 

The amount of data is increasing at an accelerating pace. ICD/EMC has estimated that digital 

data will increase tenfold in ten years. In 2020, there will be an estimated 44 zettabytes of data 

(44x10^21). It is easy to cite this prediction but one cannot check the basis for its calculation. 

We also do not reliably know how much digital data there are at the moment. So the estimate is 

likely not to be true but as such it is useful as it paints a picture of an inconceivably large amount 

of data from which, in addition to our experience, we pick daily facts and basis for 

argumentation.    

The information environment is characterised not only by an overflow of information but also 

misinformation and misleading information. In today’s digital world anyone can comment, 

share, publish, edit and republish information, and we are surrounded by fragmented information 

and noise.  

The EU High Level Expert Group (2018) adopts a definition of fake news as disinformation that 

"includes all forms of false, inaccurate, or misleading information designed, presented and 

promoted to intentionally cause public harm or for profit". According to Martens et al. there is 

two possible definitions of "fake news. A narrow definition would be limited to verifiably false 

information. Fact-checking can expose false news items and identify the sources of these 

articles. A broader definition of fake news would encompass deliberate attempts at 

disinformation and distortion of news. 

Also alternative facts have been called many things. Dictionary.com defines the concept using 

the terms falsehoods, untruths, delusions. A fact is something that actually exists—what we 

would call “reality” or “truth.” An alternative is one of the choices in a set of given options; 

typically the options are opposites of each other. So to talk about alternative facts is to talk about 

the opposite of reality (which is delusion), or the opposite of truth (which is untruth). The 

negative phenomenon related to information and data has been recognised, there are several 

mutually tangential concepts and abundant discussion concerning the phenomenon.1 

Digitalisation has been a victory for statistics. All statistical data can be digitised and distributed 

over the Internet. Limitations related to distribution have been removed even faster than 

statistical authorities have been able to renew their interfaces and services. Data involves 

increasing demand but at the same time, statistics are fighting for media visibility, website 

visitors and, as a new aspect, also social media consumers. Algorithms and new big data are in 

the hands of experts regardless of the organisation. 

The statistical service benefits both from digitalisation and increased importance of information 

in society. To reap the benefits in the post-truth world, eyes turn to the relevance of statistics and 

to communication. 

 

2. Are statistics losing the relevance? 

 

William Davies argued in his article, published in the Guardian in January 2017, that “the ability 

of statistics to accurately represent the world is declining.” Even though he maintained that “In 

its wake, a new age of big data controlled by private companies is taking over.” One reason for 

                                                      
1 Google’s search engine (3 May 2018) found 72 million hits in 0.4 seconds for the search fake news, 18 million hits for the search 

misinformation and 1.8 million hits for the search disinformation in 0.36 seconds (5 May 2018). A search in Finnish on “vaihtoehtoinen 

totuus” (alternative truth) generated 154,000 hits in the same time and the English search alternative facts generated 39.4 million hits in 

0.59 seconds (3 May 2018). As a comparison, the search official statistics produced 11 million hits in 0.59 seconds and the Finnish 

counterpart “virallinen tilasto” generated 0.933 million hits. 

http://ec.europa.eu/newsroom/dae/document.cfm?doc_id=50271
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the view that the importance of statistics is decreasing is the challenges related to the general 

relevance of statistics.  

The framework for the relevance examination is the European Statistics Code of Practice. The 

European Statistics Code of Practice from 2011 consist of 15 principles that cover the 

institutional environment, statistical processes and statistical output 

https://www.stat.fi/org/periaatteet/cop_virallinen_en.pdf. The implementation of the code of 

practice is promoted by ESGAB, European Statistical Governance Advisory Board, with the 

help of a peer review assessment tool. National Statistical Institutes (NSI) observe the CoP and, 

in addition, the Quality Assurance Framework (QAF) based on CoP. 

As mentioned before, a fact is something that actually exists - what we would call “reality” or 

“truth.” Statistical data are factual data. The process for producing statistics follows the CoP and 

the quality framework that ensure quality. Methodological and quality descriptions that ensure 

transparency are used. 

When examining alternative facts, the most interesting codes of practice are (1) professional 

independence, (2) commitment to quality, (6) impartiality and objectivity, (7) sound 

methodology, (8) appropriate statistical procedures, (11) relevance, (12) accuracy and reliability, 

(13) timeliness and punctuality, (14) coherence and comparability and (15) accessibility and 

clarity.  

Statistical relevance, pertinence, means that the statistics describe the areas on which society 

needs information. Statistical offerings predict demand and its changes, especially changes 

related to reality (fact, reality). The key question in terms of relevance (the CoP principle 11) is 

whether we meet the needs of data users. RSTANDING SCIENCE            testing 

results 

Relevance also concerns the object and phenomena that statistics describe. It is particularly hard 

to conceptualise and operationalise complex phenomena. Overshadowed areas in statistics 

production leave extra room for other data production.  

Statistics compilation on large global phenomena is a traditional statistical challenge. These 

include value creation of international groups, describing and compiling statistics on the 

structure of global enterprises, e-commerce, international trade in services, climate change and 

refugee flows. Aggregated statistics may also cover relevant information that is only revealed 

when digging deeper into individual variables or linking the statistics into a wider context. 

Surprising social events and their effects are part of the statistical challenges. Activities must be 

agile. In addition, possible needs for legislation amendments must be considered. All of these 

factors that affect the relevance of social statistical description enable a vacuum that leaves room 

for assessment, estimates and, in the worst case, also for alternative facts.  

3. How do we compete in the post-truth world? - relevant, visible and 
influential? 

 

How to maintain the position of the statistical institute as a relevant data source? The following 

review examines this question of staying relevant with the help of examples through data supply 

and from the viewpoint of communication. 

 

 

https://www.stat.fi/org/periaatteet/cop_virallinen_en.pdf
javascript:;
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3.1. Less fake news and information by ensuring relevant data - cases 

Statistics and the truth - what we describe with our statistics: population 
statistics as an example. 

Immigrants and asylum receivers are visible in the population with a delay. Register and 

statistical data concerning them should be developed further. At the moment, for example, the 

reason for entry, the actual time of entry or systematic education data are not available from 

registers for statistical or research use. In some cases, it may take years before a person can be 

included in statistics.  

The Finnish company Lucify.com’s visualisation utilises the UN refugee agency’s (UNHCR) 

data of new asylum seekers for each origin-destination country pair based on information 

collected by the relevant agencies in the destination countries. The company visualises the 

people flows of the mass exodus of asylum seekers that began in late 2015. On its site, 

Lucify.com explains that ”This dataset only contains a part of the story, but still much more than 

national official statistics offers to users of statistics. ” 

Limited by the available (reliable) data as the company says, it focuses on the European 

perspective of the crisis, and shows only asylum seekers arriving in Europe.  

 

Phenomena in a jungle of imperfect concepts - business statistics as an 
example 

The definition of an enterprise in EU is based on an EU regulation concerning statistical units 

(EEC 1993/696) and on a regulation concerning Business Registers (EEC 1993/2186). If we 

utilise administrative sources, the identifier for an enterprise is legal unit. Legal units have been 

formed for internal reasons. They might lack autonomy or preform specific phases of the 

production process or are set up to manage an enterprise group’s entire workforce. In the case 

legal unit, the amount and importance of SME’s is bigger than it really is. The use of the 

definition of the enterprise offers a more realistic vision of the breakdown of production by 

enterprise size and activity sector. In many countries, the process of transforming towards using 

enterprise definition is still going on and the image of the domestic enterprise sector will change 

at least to some extent in near future. 

Statistics on rapid social changes – ad hoc questions as an example 

The Finnish Travel Survey describes domestic and outbound trips with overnight stays and 

same-day trips abroad. The sample is shared with the Consumer Survey. When the 

Eyjafjallajökull volcano erupted in Iceland in 2010, a topical question on the problems caused by 

the volcano eruption on Finnish travel in April was added to the statistics’ battery of questions. 

The data were published on 1 June 2010. 

Corresponding ad hoc questions have been used, e.g. to monitor decisions made in society when 

no existing data have been available. One example is the question presented to wage and salary 

earners in the Labour Force Survey of the second quarter in 2017: Have your working hours 

changed as a result of the Competitiveness Pact that entered into force this year? The 

Competitiveness Pact refers to an agreement negotiated by Finnish cross-industry trade unions in 

2016 with the objective to improve expense competitiveness of Finnish enterprises by adding 24 

hours to wage and salary earners’ hours actually worked. The results were released both in a 

blog and as articles and they resulted in a lively debate in media, employers’ organisations and 

exceptionally also in magazines.  

http://popstats.unhcr.org/en/asylum_seekers_monthly
http://popstats.unhcr.org/en/asylum_seekers_monthly


 
 
 

 

27 May 2018 17:58:00 

5 (11) 
 
 
 

 

 

3.2. Less fake news and information by offering guidance, improving statistical literacy 
and easy-to-use information 

There are plenty of development opportunities related to the dissemination of statistics. For 

example, information services, as well as information services’ chat and Chabot service lowers 

the threshold for data users to access correct data. Actions to improve statistical literacy is 

another tool to avoid misuse of information. Visual presentation of data and opening up data also 

support these goals. 

 

3.3. Less fake news and information by agility release and recognition of change 
signals 

There are many statistical examples related to relevance. From the data users’ perspective, 

maintaining the relevance of content means solving recognised statistical challenges (e.g. 

globalisation, enterprise concept). In addition, relevance requires agility in statistical production 

and recognition of change signals.  

Agile and experimental statistics have been published e.g. by Eurostat in the experimental 

statistics series (http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/experimental-statistics). ONS also have similar 

statistics 

(https://www.ons.gov.uk/methodology/methodologytopicsandstatisticalconcepts/guidetoexperim

entalstatistics) and the Netherlands (Innovation portal https://www.cbs.nl/en-gb/our-

services/innovation) as well as New Zealand (experimental 

https://www.stats.govt.nz/experimental/).  

The source data of statistics, their combination possibilities and more detailed examination at 

regional or variable level are mainly only available to statistical institutes. We can affect the 

quality of source data with cooperation between authorities, topical research and other 

stakeholders.  Including new and changing phenomena in quality statistics requires international 

cooperation between statistical organisations but also between other administrations.   

 

4. How to spot fake news and information 

In the latest Flash Eurobarometer survey report: “Fake news and disinformation online”, 83% of 

respondents said that fake news represents a danger to democracy. The majority of Europeans 

said that they encounter fake news at least once a week (68%). The survey also emphasised the 

importance of quality media: respondents perceive traditional media as the most trusted source 

of news and information (radio 70%, TV 66%, print 63%). Online sources of news and video 

hosting websites are the least trusted source of news and information, with trust rates of 26% and 

27% respectively.  

According to the Eurobarometer survey, various institutions and media actors are seen as being 

responsible for stopping the spread of fake news. Although the respondents are most likely to 

think that journalists should act to stop the spread of fake news (45%) they also see that national 

authorities (39%), press and broadcasting management (36%), citizen themselves (32%), online 

social networks (26%), EU institutions (21%) and non-governmental organization (15%) should 

do the same. Tackling fake news and disinformation has become a common challenge.  

 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/experimental-statistics
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/experimental-statistics
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/experimental-statistics
https://www.ons.gov.uk/methodology/methodologytopicsandstatisticalconcepts/guidetoexperimentalstatistics
https://www.ons.gov.uk/methodology/methodologytopicsandstatisticalconcepts/guidetoexperimentalstatistics
https://www.cbs.nl/en-gb/our-services/innovation
https://www.cbs.nl/en-gb/our-services/innovation
https://www.stats.govt.nz/experimental/
http://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/survey/getsurveydetail/instruments/flash/surveyky/2183
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Source:  Eurobarometer 464, 2018 

 

In April 2018, the European Commission proposed measures to combat disinformation online. 

These included an EU wide Code of Practice concerning disinformation, support for an 

independent fact checking network and measures with which to promote high quality journalism 

and media literacy.  

Citizens expect authorities, including statistical authorities, to be active in preventing the 

spreading of fake news and information. The journalistic principle of the reader’s right to receive 

weighted and truthful information is unfortunately not materialised on social media. Neutral 

analyses and articles by experts are needed to counterbalance misconceptions. (Nysten Anja, p 

106) 

4.1. Less fake news and information by communication and active participation in 
discussions 

Case fake news – tackling disinformation 

The following example describes a situation where the logo of Statistics Finland was attached to 

a graph in fake news distributed on social media to increase trust without permission from 

Statistics Finland.  

In August 2017, a graph was distributed on social media describing the age reported by refugees 

arriving in Finland at the time when they entered the country in 2015.  

The social media post was caught in cooperation between Statistics Finland’s personnel and data 

users that were sceptical about the news. There were also instructions for crisis communication 

to be used in situations like these. The information was immediately delivered to the 

communication department and Statistics Finland commented on the fake news on Facebook and 

Twitter right away. 

The original fake graph was not included in the Facebook and Twitter replies, only the following 

was published “Warning: Incorrect information is being spread in Finland. The graph “Self-

reported age of refugees that arrived in Finland in 2015” is not Statistics Finland's statistics.” 

The social media response was posted immediately. By the morning, 22,800 persons had seen 

our reply on Facebook and there were 5,600 views on Twitter. 
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Online and especially on social media, the speed of communication is high compared to 

conventional communication methods. Tan et al (2016) used Facebook data to examine the 

propagation of news from original sources in social media. According to their research a typical 

news cycle on Facebook lasts only 48 hours, with the vast majority of sharing happening in the 

first 24 hours. If we want to affect the spreading of fake news, we must be agile and have the 

skills and resources to react. 

Case Open data – but are data used correctly? 

The increase in open data and extensive usage rights (CC 4.0) create preconditions for building a 

data driven economy. The topic is widely discussed at a national and international level. The 

European Commission released a communication on this in early 2017 Building a European 

Data Economy  

Extensive utilisation of open data increases interest in statistical literacy and statistics 

themselves. At best it increases citizens’ utilisation of statistical data in their life decisions.  

Increasing open data increases the need for statistical experts to speak out. An example of this is 

using statistical data by postal code area to predict the price development of dwellings. Are the 

source data suitable for prediction? Have the methods been described at a high enough quality? 

Or does the predictions cause more public and individual harm or are they made just for profit. 

And should we participate in this debate? https://www.hbl.fi/artikel/se-upp-for-prognoserna/ and 

http://kannattaakokauppa.fi/#/en/?mode=price  

Reliability is earned in the long term. Trust in Statistics Finland's data is high, 85% of the adult 

population considers the data to be trustworthy. Based on the Finnish science barometer, general 

trust in science (scientific community in general) is high in the trust profile (61%). Trust in 

media is not as strong for all media.  According to the Eurobarometer cited above, the majority 

of respondents have, however, a reasonable level of trust in traditional media sources.  

Reliability can be destroyed quickly. It can also be weakened by other things than one’s own 

actions. Social media has a tendency to do this.  

Participating in fact checking 

It is also important to consider the way in which we participate in the more general social debate 

on a factual basis. The European Commission is proposing measures to tackle disinformation 

online, including an EU-wide Code of Practice on Disinformation and support for an 

independent network on fact-checkers (26 April 2018).  We could also increase fact checking 

and organise it into part of the statistical institute’s activities.  

 

5. The role of communication – how to communicate and build new 
capacities? 

One can ask how much issues related to the relevance of statistics actually involve a true lack of 

relevance and how much depends on communication. In Statistics Finland's communication 

strategy discussions the main focus lies on the general public. All target groups are affected 

through public debate. The role of fact checkers and someone that forms an overall picture of the 

situation become emphasised. We act as a reliable expert that presents facts in an interesting 

way.  

Even though fake news and alternative truths challenge us from various directions, facts endure. 

Correct information will maintain its huge importance for the integrity of the entire society and 

also for the future. Reliable information plays a big role in the important decisions of life.  

The communication actions can be divided into basic communication, opportunity 

communication and major actions. Basic communication is continuous active work and it 

ensures trust in everything else the NSI does. Opportunity communication grabs hold of topical 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/content/news/building_EU_data_economy.html?locale=en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/content/news/building_EU_data_economy.html?locale=en
https://www.hbl.fi/artikel/se-upp-for-prognoserna/
http://kannattaakokauppa.fi/#/en/?mode=price
http://www.tieteentiedotus.fi/tiedebarometri.html
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phenomena, trends and discussions. Opportunity communication utilises the existing audience, 

also created by others, and requires speed, courage and the ability to discuss. This also makes 

what we do interesting and meaningful for the general public. Major actions are needed to 

support the communication of our core message and the purpose of our existence. Major actions 

are more credible than words, things that are surprising and create a positive memory footprint.  

NSI’s have a responsibility for the countries to ensure that smart decisions are based on facts. 

And we should try to actively participate in the discussions concerning dataized society and 

operate as an information interpreter.   

 

 

 

 

 

  

Communication is seen as a strategic opportunity. Both management and staff have an important 

communicative role within different areas. That is closely related to the job specification of the 

management and experts. Procedures support active communication in various roles. Blogs, 

articles and videos are used actively in communication. Podcast activities are being launched. 

Social media, especially Facebook and Twitter, act both as channels for distributing facts and a 

platform for inclusive discussions. Cooperation with fact checking is starting. The content of 

major actions also supports the fight against alternative truths. The aim is that the experts and 

management are more visible in social debate. The job of the communication specialists is to 

ensure that the communication targets and the organisation's strategy are realised. 

In order to improve the abilities, communication training and sparring continue both one-on-one 

and as group training at every level of the organisation.  

 

6. Lessons to learn and main future steps – Conclusions 

 

“I wish the world was so simple that you could get rid of false information by spreading right 

information” says Tiina Raevaara in the publication she edited (p 7). I want to expand 

Raevaara’s thought: I wish the world was so simple that correct information would already be 

available on all phenomena and issues so that you could get rid of false information by spreading 

right information.  

In the post truth world, the challenges of the statistical service can be summarised in the 

relevance of the data and communication. Both should simultaneously be in good shape as 

alternative truths increase.  

 

Figure. The importance of relevance and communication in alternative facts discussions 
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Digitalisation and IT development have changed statistical production processes. Previously, 

users received the statistics more slowly and in printed form. Public debate took place in opinion 

pieces. Now alternative and open data sources generate quick communication possibilities. Data 

production has become a process where data is produced and analysed interactively. Discussion 

on phenomena and facts is active online and in the web media. In this process, statistical 

authorities’ participation in the discussion is becoming a force that maintains the preconditions 

for our existence. In future, data must be produced on less complete phenomena and statistical 

processes that are still under development. We must ensure statistical relevance. In the disruption 

of statistical data and data production, which is what William Davies ultimately discussed in his 

article, the processes of data production are changing rapidly and the right of existence is earned 

by changing ones operating models.   

Good communication leaves less room for alternative truths and fake news. By actively 

participating in the social debate, we can offer up-to-date factual information to help citizens and 

the society. The steps are a sufficiently far-looking strategy, ensuring relevance, strategic 

guidelines for communication and developing attitudes and abilities. In addition, resources that 

enable successful activities are needed. And the entire organisation has to participate in 

interactive communication. This is also a question of organisational culture. 
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