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Summary

This document describes the changes that have taken place in the dissemination methods of statistical
offices in recent years, changes that are due partly to new ways of understanding the role of public
administration in relation to the citizens it serves, but in particular to the rapid development of new
technologies which has meant that solutions that seemed novel even five years ago are now considered
obsolete. Special emphasis is given to the role of the Internet as a means of communication between a
statistical office and the public, and to future prospects.

The customer is always right

1. If, twenty years ago, a speaker at a meeting of directors of statistical offices had referred to
strategies for marketing or user segmentation, he would probably have been politely asked to leave the
room, and told that the annual car salesmen’s convention was taking place in the adjacent room, whereas
the present meeting was for serious people —statistics officials!

2. Yet things have changed in the last few years. Although it would be difficult to explain why this
has happened, we can at least point to two reasons: on the one hand the background of diminishing
budgetary resources has forced statistical institutes to seek alternative sources of financing, and the first
option has been the sale of their products and services. On the other hand, statistical offices have begun to
understand that their users are also to a large extent their providers. A policy of aiming to satisfy the
demands of our clients brings great benefits for our public image. No one has expressed this better or
more concisely than I. Fellegi, the Chief Statistician of the Canadian office, with his virtuous circle: an
institute with a good public image generates confidence in the public (providers) which in turn cooperate
more willingly with the institute, which results in better figures, and by definition, a better institute, which
will have a better public image.

3. If we are convinced of the benefits to be gained by a statistical organization when our activities
are designed to meet the needs of a wide variety of user profiles, we have to some extent to act like the
private firms which have been doing this for many years; using traditional marketing as understood in the
market arena, although with some characteristics peculiar to public administration, the main one being the
pricing policy. We have to offer the public the products and services that they request from us within a
marketing mix (product, price, advertising, distribution) appropriate to their needs.

4. The Australian Bureau of Statistics, ABS, was probably one of the pioneering institutes in this
field. In 1987, following a series of reforms by the Australian government aiming to provide public
service that was closer to the citizens and more market-oriented, ABS began to charge for its products.
ABS has been pricing its products and services since 1988 and is establishing a modern dissemination
system. ABS has thus already incorporated its commercial objectives into its strategic objectives.

5. These commercial objectives are certainly seen in different ways in different countries and
contexts. For example, in the case of Australia, Canada, or Denmark, efforts are made to achieve these
objectives by raising funds through the sale of products and services; on the other hand, other institutions
no less prestigious, such as the Census Bureau of the United States (and other much larger United States
statistical agencies) or CBS of the Netherlands have not adopted any similar fee-charging policy. This
does not mean that the latter institutes are any less oriented towards serving their users than the former,
but that pricing and the collection of fees is only one variable to be considered by national statistical
offices. The pricing policies are many and various; without being unnecessarily controversial, it is clear
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that there is no particular pricing policy associated with a more service-oriented, or more modern,
statistical institute. We shall refer to this topic again later in relation to Internet data bases.

6. In summary, statistical offices have gone in a few years from considering the government as
virtually their only user to the conventional business policy which is sometimes expressed in humorous
form as “the customer is always right”. This change is not a unique characteristic of statistical offices, but
has taken place to a greater or lesser degree in all areas of public administration.

The arrival of the new technologies

7. In addition to this attitude of customer service, the arrival of the new information and
communication technologies has opened up a whole world of possibilities that did not previously exist.
These new tools, and especially the Internet, help us to bring our work closer to the public, to offer greater
access to statistical information and to meet the needs of the public in a way that could not have been
imagined just five years ago.

8. If we speak of new technologies, at least with regard to the dissemination work of the statistical
offices, we have to consider two very clear stages. The large-scale use of computers, which began at the
end of the 1980s, simplifies the work involved in producing and disseminating statistical results, but
strictly speaking does not change the relationship between the statistical offices and the public. On the
other hand, the new communication technologies, and in particular the Internet, have brought a real
revolution. The way dissemination was understood five years ago has nothing to do with the way it is
considered today.

Who are our users and how do we reach them?

9. Before analyzing in detail the dissemination activities and how they have changed in recent times
we should consider at least briefly the kind of public to which a statistical office gives priority when
organizing its activities. Firstly, the potential public for our activities is society as a whole. It may be
pretentious to think that our figures are of interest to all members of society; certainly some figures, such
as the consumer price index, receive a lot of attention in the mass media, and in society in general, in all
the countries of the West. However, although some figures may be particularly important for society, we
cannot claim that all citizens make use of them. What we can say is that all citizens receive forms for the
population census, and that they are all potential subjects for statistical research. So, if all citizens are at
least our potential providers, we should focus our efforts on letting them know about us and on projecting
to them an image of quality and confidence. Society as a whole could thus be considered an objective, if
not in our dissemination policy —as it is not a data consumer— at least in our advertising or public
relations policy.

10. Referring more strictly to the users of our information, the range is still very wide, from the
occasional user who needs certain information to the most varied types of specialized users. In this
respect it is important to be specific: there is no general group of specialized users, because the needs of a
university professor who is researching a particular social problem have nothing in common with the
needs of an economic analyst who is working in the financial markets, although they are both “specialized
users”.

11. One group of users that is hard to classify is the mass media. They are to some extent the main
user, in view of their role as intermediary between the institute and the public, and in general statistical
offices devote the most efforts to meeting the needs of this group.
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12. A statistical office designed to serve as a mere barometer of economic and social circumstances
in the service of the government does not have to be concerned with any form of dissemination other than
producing official publications with its results. However, a modern statistical office faces the complex
task of creating a demand for products and services that are useful to the great variety of users that it
serves. Using this classification of users, and of products and services, some of the challenges and
opportunities facing statistical offices are presented below, including the impact of the new technologies
in this context: from the new publications of more general interest to the requests for statistical
information from individual users, from the users requiring very detailed information to the users that
only want one piece of information, but want it immediately.

Publishing: publications of more general interest

13. The area in which the most efforts have been made historically to improve dissemination is in
publishing. Usually, we understand “publishing” as all work connected with publications, but we can
broaden the meaning to refer to standard publications. Thus, a book or leaflet or magazine is part of the
usual range of publications, but so are data which are placed on the Internet on a regular basis in the form
of predefined tables. We shall use this definition of the term “publishing” below, in contrast to
“customized information”.

14. One way to reach a wider public is to make our publications easier to consult, and of course to
design attractive new publications. We usually give examples of situations in the most well-known
statistical offices. This is not the case when referring to publications of more general interest. We could
give very interesting examples within Latin America such as the information materials of the DGEEC of
Paraguay or the IBGE of Brazil. The publication of the Chilean INE on statistics of the twentieth century
is a very good recent example.

15. There is a long-standing dispute which should be taken into account. Generally, statistics
dissemination professionals defend the use of subject-oriented publications rather than those based on a
statistical operation, whereas the information producer feels more comfortable with the second option.
There is a conflict between these different ways of reaching the public, between what we could call, to
simplify matters, “publications for non-professional users”, as opposed to publications for professionals.
As a simple example, there are statistical institutes which mostly offer titles such as “Pilot survey on
enterprises in the restaurant industry 1997” whereas other statistical offices prefer not to present the
survey in a monographic publication but rather to include the results of all surveys relating to a particular
area in specific thematic publications (“Statistics on services in Spain”), sometimes including information
other than that produced by the institute itself.

16. The new technologies certainly make the second option much easier. If detailed information
referring to a particular statistical operation can be collected in an electronic format, the author has greater
freedom to offer a broader perspective in the form of a book. In other times this alternative was not
available as priority had to be given to the publication of official results.

17. Returning to the current situation, the present writer, a professional in dissemination, strongly
supports the argument in favour of books based on subject areas rather than books offering the results of a
survey. This of course depends on the circumstances. A medium-sized statistical institute, assuming it has
a staff of about 1,000 persons, can reasonably produce 100 publications per year. This is a very high rate
of productivity that is usually achieved after many years of streamlining production. The publication of
the industrial survey for year t differs from that of year t-1 in only a few tables or in the review of the
main results. It would be pure speculation to think of publishing in a different way because that would
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deviate human resources from the work that is essential to an institute: the production of information of
comparable quality.

18. The dissemination departments have to keep their feet on the ground in their enthusiasm for
presenting a more general overview rather than a purely analytical work. It would be unreasonable to
expect an institute of the above-mentioned size to produce more than five general-interest publications in
a year.

19. Another issue that is no less important is whether the efforts of analysis and synthesis required for
these publications are recompensed in a way that makes them worthwhile. It is difficult to compile
accurate and meaningful information on this. The experience of the INE of Spain is that books of this
kind, one example being the Panorámica Social de España 1994, have sold much better than if separate
publications had been issued on the different topics covered (one on health statistics, one on justice, and
another on consumption). But perhaps a fivefold increase in the sales of a traditional publication of tables
is insufficient reward. The statistician is usually enthusiastic in his work and considers his publications
very interesting, but it is clear that even the books that we consider to be of more general interest (España
en Cifras by INE of Spain is the annual general-interest publication par excellence) are still unbearably
technical for the average reader. In the end, our public, at least from the publishing point of view, is a
select group of professional users and the most that a publication of more general interest can do is to
draw the attention of a few thousand number enthusiasts who see our publication at the Book Fair in
Madrid (or Buenos Aires, or Lima).

20. This does not mean that it is not worth the effort. The dissemination departments of all the
statistical offices are continuing their efforts to promote these publications and this is a necessary task.
There is no easy way to improve the reputation, as well as the actual situation, of a statistical office.
Efforts have to be made with the understanding that results will be slow.

21. On the other hand, a simpler way of offering more general information and which brings much
results much sooner is to issue press releases that are attractive and written for the general public. This
issue is beyond the scope of this document, and so we will stop at this reflection.

General-interest publications on the net

22. Although we shall deal with the Internet in detail in a separate section, we shall now consider
some examples of the dissemination possibilities it can offer. One example is the Web site set up by the
INE of Portugal in conjunction with a Portuguese secondary school (at the Internet address: alea-
estp.ine.pt). This site even offered statistics on the Sidney 2000 Olympic medals as soon as the games had
finished, which is a very interesting way of bringing statistics closer to young people. The Internet is a
medium which encourages the production of publications for the general reader. There are some
outstanding examples of the use of technology to create recreational zones on the Web which allow the
user to browse through statistical concepts in an entertaining way. One example is the Web site of the
United Kingdom statistical office (www.statistics.gov.uk), which offers an Internet version of the booklet
UK in Figures which differs from the printed version in that it presents the chapters in a much lighter way
and seeks interaction with the user. There are many other examples such as the youth census offered by
the Italian ISTAT, or the pages for young people on the sites of the Brazilian IBGE or the Mexican
INEGI.
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Publishing for professional users: the publication of tables based on on-line data

23. The professional user is the main client of a statistical office and the publication of detailed
results is the product with which a statistical office feels truly comfortable. One basic figure: the INE of
Spain produces about 100 publications of this type each year. However, it is no surprise that there have
recently been very rapid changes in the ways that statistical products are offered to the users: electronic
publications on diskette —a system which was still an idea for the future in 1995— are already about to
disappear scarcely six years later. Once again, the Internet is at the centre of this revolution in technology
and habits.

Electronic publications (1991-2000)

24. Until a few years ago, any specialized user wishing to work with large amounts of data had to
take them directly from a printed publication. Electronic publications began as a way of avoiding this
inconvenience, and source of innumerable errors. We should establish a definition of an electronic
publication to help focus the issue. An electronic publication is not, or at least it should not be, a mere
copy on a diskette or a CD-ROM of a printed publication. There are file formats available, and very
widely used, that are designed for the printed page such as the famous “pdf” format (Adobe Acrobat
format). A computerized copy of a printed image can thus be stored on a CD-ROM. These formats have
great value as far as economy of production is concerned, but not so much as a work tool for the user.
When we speak of electronic publications we refer more to file formats which present the information to
users in such a way as to facilitate the extraction and processing of information. In the simplest cases the
electronic publications are plain files (text files, “txt” or similar) and calculation sheets.

25. Over the last few years of the 1980s and during all of the past decade, various software packages
have been produced for statistics presentation in electronic formats. There are many examples but some of
the most prevalent are: Beyond 20/20, Cub.X (now EVA, developed by Eurostat) or PC-AXIS. These
packages are intended to serve as a tool to help the professional user with data processing. Over time such
packages have been acquiring functions which make them more like true statistical packages —they can
already produce graphics or carry out some simple mathematical operations— but basically their main use
is to provide thousands of data for export to other working environments which are more convenient for
the user.

26. Some statistical offices have begun to produce their detailed publications in this format. This
change is not a mere question of economy of printing —or of having a modern image— which may be
acquired by producing a "book in CD-ROM", but brings many changes in the form of producing the
statistical information. The traditional concept of a statistical table has been abandoned in order to enter
the world of statistical databases.

27. The INE of Spain began to issue electronic publications in 1991. Users had actually had access to
data in computerized form before this, as the Tempus chronological data bank was already in use in 1987.
But it was mostly over the first half of the 1990s that more and more electronic publications were
produced, and were sold mainly on diskettes. Apart from some customized solutions, the Saeta-2, a
browser software package for statistical tables developed by the INE itself, came into general use for
regular publications.

28. The second half of the 1990s brought a substantial change in the quantity of items published. All
the production of INE of Spain was converted to electronic formats. The most striking example is the
CERCA family of products on CD-ROM, which contained millions of statistics from agricultural,
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population, household, building and local censuses from the 1990s. Although this trend had appeared in
other countries a few years previously, in our case 1998 was the year of the most significant change in
this field of electronic publications. The diskette or the CD-ROM is no longer an auxiliary tool and has
come to substitute for some entire publications. Some of the decisions taken appeared risky: the detailed
results of the Survey of the Working Population (EPA), or the regional results for the Natural Movement
of Population were no longer produced in book form. The change was not at all traumatic for the users.
Perhaps they were better prepared for the change than we had thought.

29. Also in 1998, a decision was taken to change the browser package for publications from the
Saeta-2 software to the current PC-AXIS. This software, developed by the statistical office of Sweden, is
used by at least a dozen statistical offices in the world, including all of the Scandinavian countries. This
change demonstrates the speed at which progress takes place in the computer world. The Saeta-2 package,
a dissemination tool which seemed advanced in 1995, was becoming obsolete in 1998 and was no longer
in use by 2000. All of the statistical production of INE is now in PC-AXIS format, although only two
years have passed since it was first used. In 1998 and 1999, and to a large extent 2000, a great effort was
made to systematize and adapt thousands of tables of statistical results from dozens of publications to
electronic formats, and now the objective has been achieved and all the statistical production of INE of
Spain is available in electronic format.

30. At the same time as this transition from the printed to the electronic publication is taking place,
we are facing the new challenge of dissemination by Internet. The Web server of INE of Spain was set up
at the end of 1995 for testing and since January 1996 it has been in official use. Prior to this, in 1993, INE
of Spain had already set up a Videotex server for statistical information. The Videotex experience was
valuable; at times, changes in the technological world are announced as revolutionary but then die before
they are born. This was the case with Videotex because of the Internet.

The arrival of the Internet

31. Although we will later deal with what the Internet has meant and what it will mean for statistical
offices, it is worth pausing to consider the implications for electronic publications. In 1996, the Internet
was no more than a secondary showcase for our activity. At that time in the INE, the sub-directorate
general for dissemination had a department for electronic publications and another smaller department for
maintaining the Web site. The Web site was mostly concerned with presenting a publications catalogue,
some introductory pages, the main results (in such a way as to attract the more general reader) and some
detailed results, such as the CPI. Three years later, the number of users accessing INE via the Internet had
grown in such a spectacular manner that INE decided to put all electronic production on the Internet, so
that publications would no longer be available on diskette, but would be on-line. This change took several
months of hard programming which resulted in the INEbase, the Internet data warehouse which INE now
uses. Diskette publications are in fact expected to disappear in the next few months, at least as a standard
product. The diskette would thus come to be used for customized data extraction from the INEbase.

32. Although what we have just described may seem to be a technical digression in the context of this
document, it is actually a central issue. All the information is now available in electronic form. Previously
the best that the user could do was to accumulate hundreds of diskettes, but now all the statistical
production of INE is stored in a system in a more or less ordered form, updated and accessible to all users
around the world. One immediate consequence is that having all the information in a form that can be
processed by the user gives us greater freedom for planning the content of printed publications. This
relates to what we mentioned earlier in connection with publications of more general interest. The old
dream of the dissemination departments of producing more attractive publications in print, with less
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weight of information in the form of tables, is easier to achieve when we have ensured that the user is
supplied with electronic products. Then the publications in book form can and should offer something
else.

Databases on the Internet

33. On the one hand, when we have the data in electronic formats which are not designed for the
printed page (as they would then be mere copies on diskette of tables available on paper) but are database-
type formats, a vast new opportunity arises, as well as a new challenge: if all the data are stored on a large
system accessible to the public via Internet, we can allow the user a completely new form of interaction
with our data. Rather that having more statistical information or having it available earlier, there is a
qualitative change. If all this information which we have put into electronic format can be stored in a
single repository, we can ask the system questions such as “what information does the INE of Spain
publish where all of the variables “economic activity”, “sex” and “age” appear together?” And the system
will simultaneously offer statistics on employment, salaries, or industrial and household surveys. The
limitation is the level of detail of each survey. This is a new way for the user to access the information,
and could even have implications in the future for our way of producing final statistical results.

34. Not all of the implications of the use of new technologies are as positive. Apart from the technical
and human resources difficulties involved in setting up a standardized warehouse for statistical data, we
are also obliged to be even more careful with the quality of the information, much more than for isolated
publications. Let us suppose that a user is seeking statistics containing the variable “sex”. In some
operations this variable may appear under the name “gender”. If one particular statistical operation uses
the variable “gender” and another uses the more traditional term “sex”, they will not appear in the
database as the same variable. It is a simple example but it demonstrates that the improvement in the
quantity and quality of the information which we make available to users sometimes has the secondary
effect or revealing flaws that were previously hidden. In the case of INE, a metadatabase is being set up to
regulate all the updating activities of the various departments from the beginning of the operations, so that
the variables which appear in the questionnaire have to be registered in this database. In other words: it
would not be possible for an individual department that produces statistics to define an age classification
other than simple ages or five-year groups —to give a simplistic example— unless there is a good reason
to do so. Basically, the existing classifications and nomenclatures should be followed as far as possible.

35. Beyond this secondary effect, there is no doubt that the ability to search for information by
variables, rather than statistical operations (where the user would have to know that the employment data
by age are given in the Working Population Survey) is advantageous for a very large group of users. This
is a basic area of work for the future, but is yet well-established. Today, the Internet publications of the
most advanced statistical offices are usually collections of tables organized according to various statistical
operations.

Unpublished information (information provided in response to requests)

36. When we speak of the statistical institutes’ new policy of dissemination and communication to
meet the needs of users, we are actually referring mostly to work that is not published, but is provided in
response to requests for customized information. Although the new technologies have brought and will in
the future continue to bring great changes in the range of publications, it is in this area of individual
services that the real communication work of the statistical offices takes place.
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37. Figure 1 shows the development over the past few years of the percentage of income from
requests for customized information in relation to total income. It is clear that in only six years the
percentage of total income deriving from customized information has risen from 20% to 60%. The other
40% is from publications (books, diskettes, CD-ROM). It should be noted that this qualitative leap was
assisted by the stagnation —if not reduction— in product sales, doubtless caused by the increase in data
freely available from INE via Internet.

Figure 1
CONTRIBUTION OF REQUESTS FOR CUSTOMIZED INFORMATION TO

TOTAL INCOME. INE, SPAIN

38. The income from customized information requests is just one variable that partially measures our
activities in response to specific requests from users. The new technologies offer various ways for INE to
communicate with the public which were completely unknown just three years ago. Another very
interesting example is the use of an electronic mailbox to respond to questions from the public, and in fact
some of these questions turn into requests for customized information. In March 1997 INE set up a
mailbox (information@ine.es). At that time, the information unit was receiving about 300 questions per
month in the form of letters or faxes. In the last months of 2000 more than 1,500 electronic mail messages
were received per month at that address. We have increased our correspondence with users by a factor of
five. In fact, the mass use of electronic mail by users has led to such difficulties in responding to the
public, that some statistical offices with an excellent reputation, such as the Australian ABS, have stopped
publicizing their electronic mail address for general information.

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000

publications

customized 
information



9

39. If we are to predict the future development of customized requests for information, an effort
should be made to explain the causes of the spectacular growth which has taken place and is continuing in
all the countries that we have referred to. User surveys are undoubtedly the best tools for identifying these
causes. We have to admit that INE has not made any exhaustive research of this kind in the recent past,
although there have been some interviews with individual users to ask for their opinions.

40. In summary, in relation to individual services, a great effort has been made in many areas to make
ourselves known to the public. On the one hand there is the positive effect of the efforts made with regard
to press releases. They have increased in both quantity and quality, in the constant concern to gain the
attention of the media, and thereby the public which we wish to reach. The INE Web page referred to,
which has a growing (and even surprising) number of visitors, is an ideal way to show researchers the
information we have available and how to obtain greater detail. We would also hope that our own efforts
in responding to the needs of the increasing number of users has also helped us to become known as an
efficient public service. There are also purely extrinsic factors to consider, such as the proliferation of
studies and the growing demand for information in general which comes with the times and in particular
with what is known as the information society. These are all reasons which may explain the increase, and
even the spectacular increase, in the number of requests received by INE in the last few years, and
predictably in the future.

Commercial aspects of free dissemination by Internet

41. The INE of Spain is one of the institutes which have decided to offer their statistical production
free of charge via the Internet. This is already the subject of a long-standing polemic between statistical
offices. On the one hand there are cases such as Canada, Australia, Denmark, Portugal, Eurostat and
France, where the information is either not provided via the Internet, or is provided by paid subscription.
Other offices, such as those in the Latin American region, but also in the United States, Spain, the
Netherlands, and the United Kingdom, give priority to providing information free of charge. There are
hybrid cases such as the Italian office, which offers some data banks free of charge and others for a fee. In
recent months, provision free of charge has been appearing to gain ground. There are some special cases
such as the United Kingdom, and more recently Sweden, which in 2000 stopped charging for Internet
access to their databases. There are indications that other Scandinavian countries are thinking of
following the same path.

42. Although insufficient time has passed to reach a more definite conclusion, we are inclined to
think that the provision of data free of charge via the Internet does decrease to some extent the income
received from traditional publications, but also increases, and perhaps to a greater extent, the income from
requests for customized information. An official database provided free of charge stimulates a lot of
interest in the users. Also, we should not overlook the effect this has on our image as a statistical office
that meets the needs of its clients.

43. There is another aspect, which is perhaps still too controversial today. There has been some
mention of the possibility of including advertising in our Web sites. Perhaps this is too futuristic, or
simply seems a preposterous idea for public administration organizations. I would like to make just one
comment on this subject. The Web server used by INE of Spain is currently audited by the office which
monitors the dissemination of the traditional (printed) and electronic (Internet) media. This office, which
is a member of the International Federation of Audit Bureaux of Circulations, is the Office of
Dissemination Justification, OJD, and publishes its results at www.ojd.es. The figures for the number of
visitors to the INE Web site are higher than those for the regional communication media —not for the
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national media— which in itself is quite surprising. INE possesses a powerful tool for dissemination.
However, it is also clear that a Web site with audited visitor figures could set market prices for
advertising. The income generated by advertising could be much higher than income from sales of
database subscriptions. In the context of scarce budgetary resources, perhaps one day we will be asking
whether it is not preferable to accept advertising rather than charging fees for providing information.

The Internet as a means of communication between statistical offices and the public

44. When we speak of new challenges and opportunities in connection with dissemination and
communication, we cannot omit the fact that the Internet is the principal channel of communication for
the future. We have already given some attention to the role that the Web server of a statistical office can
play as a mechanism for dissemination of database-type publications, but we have not spoken of the
Internet as a global instrument, as the channel of communication which is transforming methods of work.
In the same way that some banks are creating subsidiary banks which only operate on the Internet, with
the prefix “e-“, we will in the future be able to speak of an e-INE.

45. Let us return for a moment to the publishing aspect. The Internet has brought about a radical
change in the form of publishing for INE of Spain. Very recently, the present author had a conversation
with an economic analyst. The user was asking for the latest published data, assuming that those available
on the Internet would not be the latest. However, in the case of INE of Spain, it is the other way round:
there is no delay in the information appearing on the Internet, because the information is published first of
all on the Internet, in the INEbase, and only afterwards in the other formats (book, diskette, etc.). At least
with regard to new publications, and to use a phrase which has already become famous: if it’s not on the
Internet it doesn’t exist.

46. The press releases are also changing. The news that INE broadcasts is placed first on the Internet
and is then sent to the media by fax. In addition, work is now being carried out on the simultaneous
publication via Internet of the main results (the press release) and the final detailed tables. This system is
already functioning in some particular cases, such as the CPI.

47. A new way of reaching users which is widely used by the statistical offices is the sending of
information summaries to electronic mail addresses. INE of Spain has offered this service —for a fee—
for the past three years, and the number of users is constantly growing. In this area some very advanced
statistical offices such as the IBGE of Brazil are making another technological step forward by offering a
WAP server, which allows access to the statistical information from a cellular (mobile) telephone. The
next step will involve the sending of short messages to these telephones, a service which private
companies selling statistical data have been offering for some time.

48. As this document focuses on dissemination, we have had to neglect the other fundamental aspect
of the Internet as a tool for global communication between a statistical office and the public. The Internet
is a two-way mode of communication and is not only useful for dissemination, but also, and particularly
in the future, for the collection of information. We shall just mention in passing that INE of Spain is also
going to conduct the 2001 Census by Internet, and it will not be done primarily for purposes of economy
or management —quite the contrary— but for the sake of its image, as we understand that the public
expects us to be able to do this.
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Analysis of the users

49. Thus, in just three years the Internet has become the main dissemination channel. It is also the
best tool for finding out how much user interest we are stimulating. In this regard, some statistical offices,
including those in some of the Scandinavian countries (Finland, Sweden etc.) are giving a lot of attention
to surveys of their Internet users. Many statistical offices ask their users to register in order to have access
to data, and thus they get to know their public better. The INE of Spain has little experience to offer in
this area. But every user which visits a Web server leaves a trace of their visit and this trace is recorded in
a file which is usually referred to as the log. This log can be analyzed and there are a multitude of
progammes on the market which help to automate this analysis, which makes it possible to learn the tastes
and preferences of our users. How statisticians would have enjoyed having this tool available a few years
ago to see which parts of an annual publication were most often consulted! This possibility of analyzing
the demand brings a wealth of information which helps us to improve our Internet services every day.

The immediate future

50. Finally, we should give some attention to future projects, at least in the medium term. Our efforts
in this area will be concentrated on two large projects. On the one hand there is the dissemination of the
2001 Population and Housing Census and on the other hand the updating of the Web site in accordance
with the new trends.

51. The 2001 Population and Housing Census should be disseminated mainly by Internet. At this
point, we can not allow ourselves the luxury of disseminating the Census data with a three-year delay.
The information has to be ready and on-line. A lot of research is underway in connection with putting
masses of data on the Internet, and the market offers many solutions for data storage, or data warehouses
in computer terminology. There are already notable examples of such data warehouses on the Internet,
including one for demographic and industrial data on the Italian ISTAT Web site.

52. The other large project is the new generation of Web sites. The new information tools developed
for Internet publication such as the Web contents managers make it possible to work in a decentralized
way. There are software packages which on the one hand facilitate a new way of working within the
statistical office, which in turn helps to define better the role of the author (the unit producing the
statistics), the publishing entity, and the Webmaster, in a similar way as in the newspapers. These tools
can also regulate the Web site to make sure that there are no broken links or expired pages. The user has
much more capacity to interact when visiting a Web site, through customization and subscription to parts
of the site. The Eurostat Web site is one example of the latter. The user can customize the Web site so
that, if he is only interested in the section “society”, he sees the society page when he visits the Web site,
rather than the standard home page, and he can receive all the news produced in that section. All of this
technology is available in the multiple Internet portals that have recently been proliferating.

53. As a summary, we can say that technology is currently offering us more solutions than one office
can digest and it is hoped that this will become even more marked in the next few years. As statistical
offices, we must be alert to these changes, always with a view to the needs of our users, many of whom
—which we should not forget— do not know about the new technologies. Yet the future is in the Internet
and the efficient and rational use of the new technologies. If there have been more changes in the form of
disseminating statistics in the last ten years than in the hundred years before that, we can only expect this
process to accelerate, and thus projects with a timeframe of more than three years are pure speculation.


