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1. The Work Session on Statistical Qutput for Dissemination to Information
Medi a was held in Geneva from 18 to 20 March 1996. It was attended by:

Al bani a, Austria, Bulgaria, Canada, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Denmark,
Estoni a, Finland, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania,
Norway, Pol and, Ronania, the Slovak Republic, Slovenia, The forner Yugoslav
Republ i ¢ of Macedonia, United Kingdomand the United States. The Comm ssion of
t he European Communities was represented by Eurostat. The OECD, the

I nternational Mnetary Fund (I MF) and the Interstate Statistical Committee of
t he Conmonweal t h of | ndependent States were al so represented.

2. The provisional agenda (Wrking Paper No. 1) was adopt ed.
3. M. Wayne Smith (Canada) was el ected to chair the neeting.
4, The foll owi ng substantive topics were di scussed at the Wrk Session:
a. nj ectives, principles and managenent issues in data dissemn nation

to informati on nedi a;

b. Techni ques and technol ogi es for inproved infornmation flow,

Y Due to limted capacity in the UNOG transl ation services, this document
could not be transl ated.
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C. Rel ati ons with nedi a outside di ssem nation

d. Coordi nation of policies towards supranational news organizations.
5. The topics were discussed on the basis of 13 papers prepared by

Bul gari a, Canada, Finland, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Latvia, Norway, the Sl ovak
Republic, United Kingdom and the United States. Additional witten naterial
submtted by Bul garia, the Czech Republic, Israel, Poland, | M and Eurostat
served as a supplenmentary basis for discussion

6. The participants wel coned the organi zing of this second neeting on

di ssem nation to the informati on nedia and appreciated the opportunity to
exchange experiences. The significant progress which has taken place in the
field of data dissemnation in the two years since the |last neeting nmade it
extrenmely useful to discuss how statistical offices could integrate all these
new devel opnments and use them for dissenm nating statistical information to the
public. The very frank discussion which took place at the neeting largely
confirmed the growi ng i nportance statistical offices attach to communi cating
efficiently with the nmedia and inproving the nmedia skills of their staff.

Fut ure work

7. The participants were unaninmous in recommendi ng that the Conference
continue to provide a forum for discussing Statistical Qutput for

Di ssenmination to Information Media. Moreover, in view of the extrenely rapid
t echnol ogi cal progress which is taking place and the speed with which
statistical offices are availing thenselves of the Internet services, the
neeting felt that it would be necessary to use the current nonmentum and
organi ze another neeting in the next year and a half. Indeed, four countries
expressed their willingness to organize and host a neeting within this time-
span.

8. The Work Session therefore recommended that another neeting be pl anned
in the franework of the Conference of European Statisticians within the next
12 to 18 nmonths. The participants identified a nunber of discussion topics
for future nmeetings and recomended that the followi ng text be included in the
Conf erence' s programe of work:

Activities and neans:

Activities of ECE: (CES Priority B)
Work session in 1997/98 to consider topics chosen fromthe |ist bel ow

(i) Furt her devel opment of Internet:
- Q@uidelines on selecting content for Internet
- Pricing of Internet based services
- Measurenent and eval uation of Internet use / Use of the Internet by
t he nedi a
- Use of Internet for internal commrunication

(ii) Techni ques and approaches in training of statisticians in nmedia
rel ati ons;



CES/ 1996/ R. 11
page 3

(iii) Legalities, principles, inplications and application of copyright by
statistical agencies in dissemnation of statistical output to the nedia;

(iv) Pricing principles in dissemnation of statistical outputs to the
nmedi a: Wen, what, who and how to charge for dissemni nated output?

(v) Met hods, techniques and tools used within statistical offices to
support preparation of data for dissemnation

(vi) Policies of analysis of statistical data for dissem nation to the
nmedi a: What can be witten and what can be said;

(vii) How to establish fixed rel ease dates for major indicators and how to
neet them

(viii) Experiences in evaluating the quality of communication with the nedia.

9. The main concl usi ons reached by the neeting are presented in sumary
formin the Annex to this note.

10. The participants adopted the report of the neeting at its closing
sessi on.
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ANNEX

Sunmary of the main conclusions reached at the Wrk Session on Statistica
Qut put for Dissemination to Information Media (CGeneva, 18-20 March 1996)

l. DATA DI SSEM NATI ON TO | NFORVATI ON MEDI A: OBJECTI VES, PRI NCI PLES AND
MANAGEMENT | SSUES

1. The work session appreciated the sunmary overvi ew provided in the
Wor ki ng Papers presented during the first session. It was noted that nost
statistical offices had in the |ast few years nade substantial changes to
their policies of data dissem nation. Since the last neeting in 1994, many
nore offices were using el ectronic neans for disseninating data and

i nformati on about new rel eases. A devel opnent in on-line databases which could
be accessed by outside users was al so noticeabl e.

2. It was clear that statistical offices had becone increasingly aware of

t he i nmportance of good media contacts and sonme had established press offices
or hired staff to inprove the communi cation with the nmedia. Mst offices used
press releases and press conferences to informabout new statistical releases.
A few statistical offices were able to fix their schedule of press rel eases 12
nont hs in advance, while it was not possible for others to give a precise date
due to variations in the time of subm ssion of data fromdifferent parts of
the country. One solution to this problemwas to use a two-stage release with
provi sional and final data.

3. The participants noted with interest the differences anong the countries
as to the tine of day considered to be the nost appropriate for the rel ease of
mar ket - sensitive economic data. Sonme offices considered the early norning as
the best tine for the rel ease of such data, while others preferred the
afternoon, after the closing of banks and stock-markets.

4, A common concern mentioned by many countries was the need to ensure the
si mul taneous rel ease of information to news agencies and other nmedia. It was
general |y agreed that the advance publication of dates for press rel eases was
essential but different distribution channels and techni ques could be used
according to the | ocal conmmunication environnent. Direct broadcasting and E-
mai |l are beginning to be used by a nunber of offices and are increasingly seen
as being the nost viable solutions in the future.

5. The Work Session was generally of the opinion that the basic objectives
of data dissenmination were i) to informthe public and to assist policy nakers
in their decision making; ii) to enhance the public awareness of the products
and services of the national statistical offices and, iii) when possible, to

recover sone of the cost of data production and create revenue for the
organi zati on.

6. The Canadi an participant inforned the neeting about the substantia
efforts his office had undertaken to inprove its news rel eases and to nake
them nore newsworthy and interesting for the nmedia to report on. Foll ow ng
consultation with journalists to determ ne how the news rel eases could better
serve them nore analysis, trends and context to other data were provided and
the texts were inproved by getting rid of technical ternms and by including
user-friendly charts. A senior editorial board was set up for the purpose of
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reviewing the daily news rel ease, and guidelines were established for managers
and anal ysts who produce them

7. This process required a major change in corporate culture and the ful
backi ng of the top managenment to be successful. A service for guiding subject
matter specialists in witing the rel eases was al so established and a training
course provided for all concerned staff. Several positive spin-off effects
resulted fromthe exercise, notably an expansion of nedia coverage and an

i mprovenent of the news releases with informati on conveyed in a way that
underscore its relevance and inportance. The exercise also resulted in an

i mprovenent in the data quality and a better understanding and rel ationship
with journalists and the nmedia in general

8. The Bul garian and Finish participants reported on sone new data

di ssem nation projects which currently were being considered in their offices.
These included sone innovative activities such as weekly radi o progranmes
where a statistical picture on different aspects of the nation is given; a

rel ease of selected statistics in a nonthly annex to the nost popul ar | oca
newspaper; TV flashes or fill-ins between commercials giving statistics for

t he day; and cooperation with a newspaper in reporting structural changes in
soci ety.

9. The di scussion al so touched upon the extent to which anal ysis should be
provided by statistical offices. Mbst participants were of the opinion that
official statistics should be independent of the political process and feared
that too nuch data interpretation woul d damage their inage of neutral data
provider. It was agreed, however, that a statistical office can provide the
interpretation of data to describe a phenonenon but shoul d not endeavour to go
into di scussion of policy renedies. Forecasting was nentioned as the nost
difficult, and apart from popul ati on projections (acconpani ed by their

di fferent assunptions and scenarios) are not usually undertaken by statistica
of fices.

10. Anot her issue which was raised in the discussion was the marketing and
pricing policy of statistical products. Some national statistical offices
have as part of their dissem nation objective the creation of revenue, and are
t hus under pressure to charge for access to their data. At the sane tineg,

nost offices find it difficult to establish a borderline between what type of
statistical products and services should be charged for and which users should
be made to pay. Journalists, for exanple, are generally accustoned to
receiving information free of charge and it would be difficult to change that.
Moreover, the nedia is a neans to reach the public and it can hence be argued
that they should be given the information without having to pay for it.

11. The representative fromthe I M informed the neeting about a new
statistical project they were undertaking on the preparation of standards for
di ssem nati on of econom ¢ and financial data to guide | M~ s nmenber countries.
One of the main ains of this project is to establish nore transparency of the
information used for public policy. 1In recognition of the fact that all its
menber countries are not at the sane | evel of financial devel opnent, a two-
tier standard for country data will be used. The nore demandi ng standard,
whi ch i s supposed to be operational by April 1996, outlines four dinensions
for the data whi ch subscribing countries nmust fulfil: coverage, periodicity
and tinmeliness; access by the public; integrity of the data; and quality of
the data di ssem nat ed.
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12. The cornerstone for the inplenmentation of the | M- project is to be an
El ectronic Bulletin Board (EBB) which would contain all the necessary neta-
data on the financial and econonic data disseninated by the countries. The
EBB, which woul d be nmaintained on the Internet, would also be a tool for
noni toring the observance of a country's data standards. Eventually,
hyperlinks to another Internet site housing the data thenselves could be
establ i shed. Sone concern, however, was raised by one participant about the
use of two standards for menbers, which was contrary to the integration
process practised in the UN and the European Union. Responding to another
qguestion, the IM- representative told the neeting that the project woul d not
dupl i cat e harnoni zati on work done el sewhere by other internationa

organi zati ons, since transparency rather than harnonization is the goal of
their project. The IM- will also be preparing a manual on good di ssem nation
practices, for use by its nenber countries.

. TECHNI QUES AND TECHNCLOG ES FOR | MPROVED | NFORMATI ON FLOW

13. In many countries the release of data to news agencies is treated
preferentially and special advance briefings are held for them The neeting
was i nformed about the particular "lock-up" systemused in United Ki ngdom s
Central Statistical Ofice (CSO. During these briefings all comruni cations
with the outside world are cut off until 9:30 a.m exactly, when everyone can
begin to transmit the data to their offices. Every reporter attending these
briefings has to agree to conply with the very strict lock-up rules or risks
bei ng banned fromfuture briefings. This procedure which has been devel oped
for releasing and publicizing nacro-econonic data has worked for many years to
the satisfaction of both news agencies and the CSO Mre recently the system
has had to be nodified somewhat to accommodate |ive television and wll
probably have to undergo further nodifications when the CSO will be nerged
with the Ofice of Population Censuses and Surveys. The | ock-up procedure is
not always used for social data. |In the United Kingdom social data were not
attracting as nmuch nmedi a coverage. To encourage nore interest, a press
conference and a 36 hour enbargo was used with much success for the Socia
Trends publication.

14. Not all countries believe it is necessary to issue a |arge nunber of
press rel eases each year. In Norway, the statistical office has halved its
nunber of annual press rel eases and are using several other neans to inform

t he nedi a about their products. A weekly nmagazine, witten in a very
journalistic style, is produced by the information departnent and distributed
free of charge to the nedia. Statistics Norway is also putting nore and nore
statistics and publications on the Internet which for the nmonment is free-of-
charge. This may eventual |y cause sone | oss of revenues due to reduced sales
of standard statistical publications, but they believe that the trend in the
future is towards the sale of specialized services rather than data.

15. On the topic of press releases, the representative from Eurostat
reported that they too had found that too nany coul d be counter-productive.
Particul arly, because of FEurostat's special situation where they conpete with
a lot of national statistical offices, it is essential that they give "the
right product to the right people at the right time". By applying
journalistic judgenent, their press service, therefore, carefully selects
material likely to constitute a good story and offers this to the nedia
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witten up in a user-friendly way. |In their experience, the |less the press
has to change to use the story, the less the risk of their making a m stake.

16. The neeting went on to discuss the inportance of having sonmeone in
charge of the press/information office with sufficient journalistic and nedia
relation skills and experience. Several participants reported on the
experiences their offices had had with training courses for their staff in
journalistic witing and interview techniques. It was generally agreed that

t hese courses had been extrenely val uabl e and had hel ped subject-matter staff
i mprove their nmedia skills. Eurostat had already held two such training
courses which were open to non-nenber countries. As part of the techni ques
for inproving nedia relations, the names of the subject-matter statistician
responsi ble for the data series are now included in the press rel eases of nany
offices. Simlarly, statistical officers are now used to presenting the data
findings to the nedia and are no | onger facel ess bureaucrats.

17. A coupl e of offices had organi zed training courses for journalists to
hel p t hem understand and interpret statistics. For exanple, Statistics
Finland is preparing a sales publication on howto correctly read and
interpret statistics. Sone countries have observed an evol ution away from
formal press conferences towards nore informal gatherings with the
journalists. It was noted that with the extreme time-pressure journalists
operate under, they have less and less tine to prepare a story. It was
therefore in the interest of the statistical offices to provide the
information in a way that would suit the needs of the news nedia.

18. A clearly visible trend anong the national statistical offices is to
nmove towards putting their statistics on the Internet. There are, however, a
nunber of issues involved in this developnent. Wat and how much information
shoul d be placed on the internet? Should the infornmation be nade avail abl e
free of charge or should the users have to pay for the data? Wat information
shoul d be free and what shoul d be chargeable? |If the users should pay, then
at what price and how to keep track of the use of the data? What precautions
need to be taken to ensure the confidentiality and security of the data?

These questions all deserve sone in-depth consideration at a future neeting.

19. The attitude to the use of Internet varies fromcountry to country.
Sonme national statistical offices plan to make their data avail able on the
internet entirely free of charge, others plan to charge but are considering a
conbination i.e. some data sets will be free of charge while other data sets
will have a price attached to them In countries where revenue generation is
al so a nandate of the national statistical office, the internet raises the
very inmportant issue of howto strike a bal ance between revenue generation and
the public's right to information as a public good as well as the need to
pronote data dissemnation. 1In this regard, it was felt that nationa
statistical offices clearly need guidance fromthe Governnments. On the other
hand, with the very rapid devel opnment and expansion of the internet, sone
countries were of the viewthat it was not advisable to take decisions now on
the pricing policy of data on the internet, particularly when nost of the
information currently available on it is entirely free-of-charge.

20. The Work Session further noted that there are benefits to be gai ned from
providing data on the Internet other than in noney terns. Data dissem nation
may be expanded at a very narginal cost; the public could have access to the
data quickly and freely; nore use of the data neant nore feedback on the data
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quality; and statistical staff could spend less tinme responding to requests
for data.

21. The representative for the United States' National Centre for Health
Statistics (NCHS) inforned the work session about the el aborate dissem nation
strategy and nmedi a rel ati ons program of her organi zation. NCHS has
established a Public Affairs Ofice and designated two staff nmenbers to
devel op and handl e their nedia progranmme, which includes response to nedia
needs, nedia outreach and training of staff for working with the nedia.
Various dissem nation techniques including news rel eases, fact sheets, videos
and TV and radio interviews as well as direct satellite Iinks and |nternet
presence are anong the communi cati on channel s used.

22. In releasing informati on about their data, NCHS has to maintain strict
objectivity and their reports about najor health findings can only contain

dat a-dri ven concl usions wi thout policy reconmendations. Cccasionally, major
news releases include a policy statement fromthe responsible authority. The
Public Affairs office determ nes the findings which are appropriate for

di ssem nation through the press, specialized journals or the broadcast mnedia
and the released information is jointly prepared with the researchers.

23. The work session further noted that, in interacting with the nmedia and
the public, it was necessary to explain the statistical technique which was
needed for the correct understanding and interpretation of the information in
the news release. If this was not possible then a sinpler method of data
presentation shoul d be used.

[11. RELATIONS WTH MEDI A QUTSI DE DI SSEM NATI ON

24, The potential of the media to support data collection prograns of
statistical offices is generally appreciated and viewed as very significant.
Nati onal offices are using a variety of nmethods to involve the nedia and get
addi ti onal support and coverage before the major statistical surveys and
censuses are carried out. Anobng the pronotional activities nentioned were
maj or newspaper, radio and tel evision announcenents and public exhibitions.

25. The neeting al so di scussed what processes are available in statistica

of fices when a problemw th the nmedia arises. The approaches used in
respondi ng to nedi a controversies and erroneous and unfair criticisns differed
fromcountry to country. It was generally agreed that whatever the response,
whet her in witten formor through personal contact, it mnmust be focused on
facts and al ways given with professional integrity and authority. An ongoing
debat e between the statistical office and the press over an all eged
controversy should be avoided since it is likely to fuel the debate rather
than end it.

V. COORDI NATI ON OF PCLI G ES TONRDS SUPRANATI ONAL NEWS ORGANI ZATI ONS

26. Representatives fromdifferent statistical offices inforned the neeting
about their relationship with the supra-national news agenci es and how t hey
usually dealt with them |In snmaller countries no preferential treatnent was
accorded to these agencies and the focus was on the national news coverage.
In countries with inportant financial centres the world-w de coverage offered
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by the international news agencies was appreci ated and special briefings and
services were organi zed for them

27. The fact that nost of the international news agencies also offer
conmercial services to financial enterprises is a difficult problemto sort
out for statistical offices who nmake their data freely available. No office
had established rules yet (but sonme are considering to do so) about what these
agencies can do with the data they are provided with and it would not be easy
to separate the nedia and financial functions of the news agencies.

Concer ni ng ownership and copyright, nost offices currently only demand
recogni tion of source.

V. DEMONSTRATI ON OF | NFORVATI ON TECHNCLOG ES

30. Participants from Finl and, Germany and Canada denonstrated their

nati onal statistical offices' Internet presence. An increasing nunber of
countries are either already using or planning to use this nediumto

di ssem nate i nformati on about their services. Currently, the scope of

i nformati on and anmount of data on statistical offices available through this
service varies but is growing rapidly. The experience of countries who are
wel | advanced indicates not only a growi ng use but also possibilities to
achi eve consi derabl e savings in resources previously used on printing and
mailing. It was also noted that apart froman initial investnent for the
Internet set-up, maintenance and update could be done through a reallocation
of resources within the office.



