Workshop on Good Practices for Dissemination of Official Statistics

Doha, 2-4 February 2003

- Summery of presentations and discussions-

Session 1: Dissemination Practicesin the ESCWA Countries

In this sesson a panorama of the man feaures of datidicd disssmingion and
marketing in the region was presented. Information had been collected by UNSD
through a questionnaire that had been filled out by 9 out of the 13 countries involved.
Clearly, the information receved was not suitsble for a precise andyss ad
comparison, partly because certain concepts (eg. “a publication”) may be interpreted
differently and partly because more knowledge about inditutiond arangements is
needed to better understand differences between countries. However, the informetion
obtained was usgful to get an impressionigtic picture of the Stuation and offered dso a
bassfor afirg discusson.

It was noted tha most countries published 10 — 50 printed datigticd publications
(titles) per year. A few countries published higher numbers of (smdl) publications
Mogt ocountries had a Sdidicd Yeabook/Absract as one of ther flagship
publications. Other frequently mentioned flagships were Naiond accounts, Externd
trade ddidics, Employment datidics, Enterprise datisics and the Consumer Price
Index. Print run numbers were often 300 — 1000 and are partly a function of the sze
of the country. Sales numbers were as arule very limited (with afew exceptions).

Mogt of the countries now have a webste, or are planning to launch one in the near
future. Webdtes as a rule contan generd information and datidical abdracts, but
mos countries have the intention tot add a comprehensve datidicd database, which
will often be searchable free of charge.

A release cdendar is issued by a mgority of the countries and in dmog dl of the
countries data are not released to anyone before they are made public.

Almog dl the countries regularly issue press rdeases and most of them organize
occasiond press conferences. Most countries dso have a press unit.

As a rule, datidticd publications are distributed free of charge to government users,
while private users often have to pay a price tha covers magind costs. Many
countries have a unit deding with marketing and sdes some have a unit that deds
with requests for information. Only some of the countries have a user councl or
advisory group that reviews the publication program or individua publications

Mogt countries have a datidicd library that is open to the public;, the annua numbers
of vigtors ranges from 300 — 1500.

The discusson manly focused on  country-specific  explanations of the results
obtained through the questionnaire.



Session 2: Disseminating statisticswith | T

The firg presentation entitted “Role of ICT in data dissemination” (ESCWA) covered
the basc definition of data dissemingtion and its importance. It dso covered the
higoricd trandformation of IT tools and techniques for data extraction and tabulaion
and for producing dectronic output. Enphads was given to the role of the Internet for
data dissamination was made and geps to be teken to support and mantain a dynamic
web dite.

The second presentation was entitted “Road mep to ddidicd data warehouse”
(Qatar). It dedt with Qatar's experience in data disssmination and data flow, the
architecture adopted for the design of a data warehousing project for Qatar.

The third presentation was entitted “Improving datitica data dissemingtion services
to meet users needs’ (Saudi Arabia). It gave an overview for planning and designing
datidicd surveys, data collection procedures, data andyds, daa disssmindion and
criteriafor posting data on the Internet.

During the discussion the following issues— inter dia— were raised:

» The importance of devigng regiond guiddines for improving web gtes of
centra gatistical offices,

» Therole and functions of content management,

» Internet penetration and therefore awareness in the region is low. It may be
premature to am for grester dependence on the Internet at present,

» The extent of ESCWA technicd assgance in datigicd web sSte desgn and
other ICT related activities,

» E-government gpplications and networks and the functiond links with centrd
detigtical offices,

» Sdidica dataasacommodity,

> Issues rdding to data collection in the region are more pressng than issues
relding to data dissemination,

» TheInternet as ameans of cutting down cos of the data dissemination budget,

» The use of common software tools as a practicadl Sep towards adopting
common regiond standards for datitica data handling,

» The qudity of published datidicd daa when posted on the Internet reguires
more dtention than in the case of published data by conventiond means as the
audience for the Internet is much larger,

» Thedangers of reying on the Internet for archiving,

» The importance of synchronizing data announcements with the publication of
the published documents that support these announcements,



» The Internet, though a very import channd for datidicd data dissemingtion,
should nat be the sole channd for digtribution of Satistical data

Session 3: Customer s - Reaching, Servicing and L earning

The agreed purpose of marketing is to reach out and match the products to the users
needs. The group has a vey drong understanding of the need for integrating
marketing and dissamination, while a the same time thinking of them as didinct
processes. It is understood that different countries have different marketing sysems.
Ultimatdy, the key is to find how to maximize the bendfits to usars. In this regard the
need to charge must be badanced with the desre to maximize use, which can be a
delicate cog-benefit-problem.

The marketing function requires specidids ether working as a team or even as a full
department.

Themain additiond pointsraised in the discussion are

» Even a the stage of daa collection, you need to design the format according
to different user needs.

» Dissamination is difficult and requires technica assgance and is different, but
linked to data collection.

Internationa expertsto develop useful dissemination programmes.
To be successful a degp understanding of each marketing process is needed.
Customer list maintenance is crucid to the process of outresch.

Advisory groupsconssting of varied specidists must be utilized.
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Answering inquiries is dso be part of the dissemination process.

Session 4 — Part |: The Government: Key User and Stakeholder — Statistics as a
Public Good

There was agreement that officid Satistics were intended as a public good and thet it
was pat of the role of nationd datistica offices to ensure that everyone could obtain
easy access to ddtidicd data, under equd conditions. Neverthdess, it was recognized
that in dl countries the government is the mogt important user of officd datigics and
dsn has a drong say in datidicd work programmes. This is certainly true in a
decentrdized sysem, where minigries produce the ddidics that ae necessary for
policy andyss policy planing axd for monitoring purposes. However, dso in
centrdized sysems the influence of the government is strong, partly because it pays
most of the cogt of datiics and partly because it controls many of the adminigrative
sources that are used to help produce gatidtics.

The specific needs of various types of government minidries were discussed in some
detal. While minidries of Fnance, Nationd Economy and Planing usudly have a
broad interest in datisics that describe macro-economic performance and important
socio-economic  phenomena  (uch as employment and  unemployment)  sectord



minisries  (trangport, energy, agriculture, etc) and sarvice minidries  (education,
hedth, judtice, etc.) often need more or less detaled datistics aout the performances
of their sector or sarvice aress, about effectiveness of government programmes, as
wdl as aout demogrgphic and socio-economic development that influence  supply
and demand.

Regiond and locd authorities were dso important usrs of ddidics and  often
demanded ddtidtics a a detalled geogragphicd level, which were not dways essy to

upply.

The partnership between the government and the nationd dHatistical office should be
based on mutud underganding and trus and often took a long time to deveop.
Because the demand for datisics was dmost adways greater that what detigtica
offices could produce, it was important to set priorities and to agree on the principles
for priority setting.

In this respect, it was dways helpful for the daidicd office management to build a
drong support beds of advisory groups. Furthermore, it should systematicdly build
its reputation by beng trangparent, professond and credible adhering to the
Fundamental Principles Of Official Satistics. On thet bass it should dso be ade to
sometimes deny requests from the government and explain the reesons for such a
denid.

A oountry example of deding with government users was discussed in some detall.
Vaious mechanisms of buldng up an ongoing didogue with government
representatives were destribed, leading to patnership in daia collection, use of
datistical dataand Satigtica cgpecity building.

Session 4 — Part 11: The Private Sector: A Market with Specific Requirements

There should be a partnership between the producers ad the private sector. The data
form datidica agencies are the basis for the decisons mede in the private sector. The
discusson focused on the following issues

» The agencies do not necessxily provide the services needed by the private
sector as described for the United States. They do not have to.

» Cgpabilities of produces must be meshed with priority setting needs.

» Although data needs of government may be different from those of the private
sector, yidding data not necessxily important to private sedor needs, the
private sector must work with thet redity and make the best use they can of
the data that are produced.

» Updaing is an opportunity for the privete sector.

> It's up to both the private sector and the agency to bridge the gap between
what is produced and whet is needed.

» A usx sarvice to answer data questions may be the best way to respond to
specific questions or customized data needs.



Session 5 — Part |: Development of a M edia Policy

It is necessary for datistica offices to ded with the media, because they are the most
important channels to dissaminate ddtigics to the generd public as wel as to
politicians. In addition, the news media ae a marketing tool and can hdp to promote
the brand name of the NSO.

Therefore, journdists must be given a highqudity sarvice This will result in
increased press coverage.

In dedling with the media, the NSO hasto be trusworthy:
> Announce release schedule and keep it;

Provide easy accessto information;

Treat dl journdists equdly;

Reect to misuse of figures,

Demand credit when figures are used; and
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Correct erroneous figures.
Also, the NSO must demondrate professiona competence:

» Make subject matter units respongble for their own media reation, but have
them report about dl press contacts, to the central press unit; and

> Le the most competent people ded with the media

Timdiness is dso very important, because to the media it is a mater of surviva.
Therefore, it should be essy for journdists to get in touch with the right professonds,
even outsde office hours.

Offering a sarvice to the media dso includes that it has to be made dear what is
avalable, but that even the press may have to pay in case detaled and customized
information is required. In addition, it is important that the NSO tries to get to know
journdigts and their specific interests. In this regard, it is necessary that a centrd press
dation is daffed with people who have journdigic experience. Findly, NSO's should
keep track of what the media write or broadcast amout them.

All new datidics should be presented in news reeases, which must have a uniform
format and have to be approved by the press section as well as the subject matter unit.

As to making andyticd comments to the press, this should be ddegated to select
members of senior gaff. All employees mugt be adle to judge when inquiries should
be passed on veticdly or horizontaly. The press section should act as internd guide
in such matters

During the discusson it was noted that many of the guiddines mentioned above did
not apply to most of the ESCWA countries, but were rather based on Stuaions where



the NSO is very independent and where the media are free, competitive and not tied to
the government.

In countries where a Minigry of Information is responsble for rdaions with the
media and/or controls (pat of) of the press, the dtuation is entirdy different. In
addition, in some countries, the NSO could get into great difficulties when they would
provide commentary to the press.

Session 5 — Part |1: Implementation of a Media Policy

In this sesson the principles st out in the previous sesson were discussed in practica
details.

In order to develop a media policy it was firg of dl necessay to convince senior
management of the importance of such a palicy. The press unit should be placed in
close contact with top management. It may be difficult to convince the datidicians
that an active media policy pays off; they tend to misrust the media, are arad to be
misquoted, are afrad that datiics are too much popularized and are afrad of over-
exposure. Therefore, the press unit has an important educationd role they mugt
initidly write or edit press rdeases mug train subject matter specidigts in writing
press reesses and should monitor press contacts, as well as keep track of media
coverage (and systematicaly report abot it).

Writing press releases has to be learned, because it is important to choose one specific
news angle to presant the news with a journdigic heedline and illugtrate it with
graphs or maps.

Didribution of press rdeases may be organized through emal and may be sdective
(e.g. agriculturd gatistics only to sdected journdists).

Misunderstandings by the press should be corrected, preferably in such a form that the
news dory can be continued. It is important to build long term reationships with the
press by:

» Knowing the journdigs and ther interests,
> Introducing new journdigts to the subject matter ares; and
» Giving regular media seminars.

Press conferences should be given only sparingly.

All employees with media contact have to be traned in media reaions and a printed
guide on media relations gppears to be useful.

By implementing a new media policy, Saigtics Denmark had been dble to dmogt
double itspress coverage within a period of three years.

It was furtheemore noted that the Economic Commisson for Europe/Conference of
European Satigicians would shortly publish aguide on “datisticd story teling”.



Session 6: Country specific issues and general discussion

The discusson dated off with a tour de table, during which participants expressed
their assessments of the workshop, including topics that had not been addressed and
issues regarding their own countries, on which they seeked further guidance.

Among the missing topics were the following:

» Theuseof GiSin the dissemination of Statigtics,
The use of OCR and handheld devicesin data collection;
Howe to develop atractive products for private sector users,
How to build bridges to the media;
How to develop successful gatistical products;

Aninternationa guidance manud for datisicd dissemination;

vV V VYV VY VY V

How to effectivdy use IT for dissamingion within exiding budgetary
congrants;

» The development of training materia for coursesin Satigtica dissemination.
It was aso noted that:
» There had been insufficient exchange of country experiences,

> It would have been bendficdd if dissaminaion specidiss hed been involved in
the workshop, in addition to the chiefs Satigticians and senior managers.

Severd of these issues were subsequently briefly addressed. Furthermore, severd
participants thought it would be useful to review and edit the responses to the UNSD
questionnaire, and to circulate the individua country responses after this had been
done. Thiswould be an additiona way of sharing country experiences.

In closing the workshop, a UNSD representative noted that there had been some gaps.
» Infull and timely attendance of dl participantsin dl sessons,

» In dfective communication, patly due to linguisic problems induding
interpretation, patly due to a deficent technicd infrastructure (insufficient
microphones); and

> In the applicability of wedern experiences to the gtuaion in ESCWA
countries.

On the other hand, there had been some excdlent presentations and some useful
exchange of views. He thanked the consultants for their thoughtful and well-prepared
contributions and the paticipants for their engagement in the discussions Lagt but not
leest he thanked the Depatment of Statistics and the government of Qatar for their
generous hospitdity in hosting this workshop.



