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l. | NTRODUCTI ON
1. Besi des data collection and production, data dissem nation is a basic task of
all statistical agencies. In times of cuts in the budgets of nearly al

statistical offices and the competition with private services, data dissem nation
gains in inportance, as it is the point where the statistician comes in contact
with his user and financier. |In addition, data dissem nation obviously is a
measure for the statistician’s work. In discussions about statistical offices
these effects lead to a call for nore output orientation. Wthout any doubt,
statisticians have to attach nore inportance to users’ needs, but one must keep in
m nd that there could not be a good data dissem nation wi thout proper data
col l ection and production and vice versa.

2. Thi s paper consists of two parts; the first part attenpts to provide an
abstract nodel of data dissenmination; and the second part shows sonme experiences in
that field in the Federal Statistical Ofice of Germany.

. DATA DI SSEM NATI ON AS A PROCESS

3. In the followi ng, data di ssem nation as a production process, by which
statistical agencies produce data and dissem nate themto users will be revi ewed.
The goods produced by the statistical agency in that sense are not only the data
itself, but also the way in which the data are distributed to the user (services).
It is obvious that there are many different types of users (journalists,
enterprises, mnistries, scientists) and the kinds of data they want (tables,
charts, microdata, even statistical expertise mght be seen as “data”), as well as
the nedia to be used for the dissem nation (paper, tel ephone, diskettes, CD ROM or
online transm ssion). 1In addition, users have very different characteristics
concerni ng techni cal know how and equi prment, financial power, know edge about
statistics and the tinme frame they want to receive the data.

1 Prepared by Ernst Schrey.
GE. 00- 30934
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4, Based on these elenments, the data di ssem nation strategy and the decision
about the production process necessitates a decision on a bundle of products, the
medi a and techni ques and tools to produce and dissem nate it and a consi stent
system of formation of prices. This has to be done under the condition that the
benefit function is maxim sed when considering criteria such as the characteristics
and needs of the users, the needs of the National Statistical Institutes (NSIs)
e.g. low cost of production and |egal regulations. The benefit function should be
fixed before, that nmeans that a “political” decision has to be taken about the

wei ghts of the different criteria nentioned above. It is obvious, therefore, that
sonme criteria are in contradiction to others (for example, the interest of the user
in low prices and the wish to raise the receipts of the NSI).

I'11. EXPERIENCES | N THE FEDERAL STATI STI CAL OFFI CE

5. In the past, sonme of the above-nentioned criteria and conditions changed. The
techni cal equi prment of the users has al so changed in computi ng power and the software
avail abl e. The tel ecommuni cati on connecti on between the user and statistical offices
became very easy and is nearly “standardi sed” by the Internet. The NSIs are obliged to
| oner the cost of production and to raise their receipts. The requirements from
scientists to acquire access to mcrodata are increasing conmpared with the past.

6. As an illustration of the above reflections about the data disseni nation
strategy, six exanples of “products” will be discussed which are reactions to these
changes; the considerations which led to their devel opnent will be described and sone

hints given to particular properties. They are:

Ti meseri es-service (access to mai nfrane-based tineseri es-databases via Internet),

Konj unktur Aktuell (replacenment of a printed publication about analysis of
current business cycles by a Internet-based one),

Statistik Shop on Internet (pilot-project on electronic comrerce),
Di stribution of press releases by a satellite broadcast-system
Factual anonynous data - delivery of microdata to scientists,

“Access” to microdata - co-operation with scientists by an exchange of the
sof t war e- code.

These exanpl es have been selected fromdifferent fields to show the broad range of
data dissem nation activities and what chall enges the statistician has to face.

7. For each product, a description of the procedure and the application will
be given. As dissemnation strategy is in the focus of that contribution
exanpl es for the different products are not described in great detail, but an

i ndication will be given of where to obtain nore infornmation.
[11.1 Time series service

8. The Statistical Information System of the Federation (STATIS-BUND) forns the
basis for electronically storing, processing and dissem nating data froma | arge
variety of areas of official statistics. Currently, the system conprises about 2.0
million time series with monthly, quarterly, sem -annual or annual periodicity. To
the extent permitted by the subject background, the data are conparabl e over | onger
periods of tinme. The |ongest series began in 1960.

9. Apart fromthe actual data, the system encompasses detail ed docunmentation on

rel ated surveys, classifications, |egal bases, conversion and estimation procedures,
data quality and al so other information relevant to interpreting the figures provided.
The system functions as a di al ogue application, its programre is run under the BS2000
operating systemon a Sienmens nmainfrane. The options of the dial ogue application
(using term nal or personal conputer) were discussed in detail in the docunent
entitled “The Statistical Information System of the Federation as a working instrunent
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for statistical experts and users of official statistics” (CES/WP.9/284) presented to
the February 1991 neeting of the Wbrking Party on El ectronic Data Processing.

10. The mai nframe provides users with all functions required to anal yse and assess
the data of the central database. However, there are mainly two reasons in favour of
provi di ng external users not only with on-line but also with other forns of data
access. On the one hand, dialogue access to the systemhas to be strictly nonitored
since the programe is run on the mainframe for the production of statistics of the
Federal Statistical Ofice. As far as the user is concerned, this inplies certain
restrictions and requires a greater technical effort than is, for instance, necessary
for sinple dialling access. On the other hand, the data processing capacities have
consi derably increased anong external users of statistical data. Therefore, the

di spatch of user selected tine series on disk has been a successful way of data

di ssem nation for several years.

11. Besi des, | arger anounts of data, i.e. whole data packages, have been supplied on
magneti c tapes and recently, also on CD-ROM Even though the informative val ue of
those neans of data supply is equal to that of on-line access (selection can be nmade
down to the level of individual series or periods), one aspect needs inprovenment: the
procedure of ordering, conmpiling and nmailing a disk still takes a few days. This

peri od can be shortened by the new means of comuni cations technol ogy.

12. The first version of the tine-series service was used from 1993 and its
comuni cati ons components were devel oped internally. Since 1996, the tine series
service is available via Internet and provides the opportunity to view all netadata of
the Statistical Information System to order an individual selection of time series
data with the rel ated docunentation and to transfer the respective data on the user's
conmputer. The metadata, which are updated at certain intervals, are directly stored
on the Internet server and, in an automated manner, the tinme series requested are
directly copied fromthe stock of original data of the mainfrane and made available to
t he user.

13. Users have unlimted and free access to the netadata offered while tinme series
can be retrieved by regi stered users agai nst paynent only. Registration is nmade once
via the Internet. Users just have to click on the button Register and enter their
personal data in the form The data to be entered are the nane and address including
postal code of the user. Information concerning the institution, telephone, fax and
e-mail is optional. |In addition, the user has to print out the related unilateral use
agreenent, in which his personal data have been entered automatically, and send two

si gned copies of the agreement to the Federal Statistical Ofice. (For the tine being,
an el ectronic authentication procedure has not been introduced since settling al

rel ated i ssues woul d have consi derably del ayed the establishment of the whole
service.)

14. Upon arrival of the above copies, the user will be provided with a user-ID and a
password as a precondition for time series retrieval. Supplying tinme series conprises
two steps, nanmely requesting and collecting the data. The user will obtain the
information required to order data by searching the metadata. The easiest way is to
mark the respective netadata and to enter the necessary information about the tine

i nterval s requested.

15. The systemw || then create a data file (order-file) including all elenents
identifying the series requested. An experienced user can produce the above data file
hinself or alter an existing file. To this end, the systemoffers an editor. The
order-files of a user can be stored to facilitate orders recurring at periodic
intervals. Upon execution of an order, the user will be provided with the data and
metadata in a conpressed formin a specific directory of the Internet server. As in
the request files, the user will be infornmed about the data accessible to himin the
formof a list. The list also includes information about the ampbunt of data provided
and the price charged for the supply of data

16. The data transfer to the user’s conmputer will be initiated by marking the data
requested in the list. The data will remain on the server for a certain period of
time (about three nonths) so that they can be retrieved several times (e.g. in the
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case of data overrun or problens in data transfer). To deconpress the data on the
conmputer, to convert theminto a conventional PC format or just to present them the
user may apply the FORUM programe provided by the Federal Statistical Ofice. Data
may al so be requested in the ASCII format directly. Perform ng the above steps of
ordering and providing the data on the server takes about 15 m nutes.

17. At the end of 1999, we had about 2500 regi stered users. In 1999, (in brackets
the figures of 1998) they subm tted 13433 (9076) orders for 798443 (582214) tine
series with 38347057 (27921093) val ues. About 200 custoners cancelled their contracts
in 1998 and 1999. The custoners per field are: enterprises (45.8%; private persons
(12.3%; universities and schools (12.2%, and consultants (10.2%.

1.2 Statistik Shop

18. Since March 2000 we offer as a pilot project the so-called “Statistik-Shop”. By
this means, we sell printed and el ectronic publications on the basis of a comercia
e-comerce software. Till now there are 35 printed and about 60 el ectronic products
on offer. Electronic publications are available in the file-formats of M crosoft-
EXCEL (Excel 97) and Adobe (PDF).

19. After registration, which has to be done once via the Internet, the user is
identified by his user-id and password. He then “wal ks” through the shop with a
shopping bag to place his orders. The retrieval is done by a hierarchical tree
structure. After the user has finished his wal k, he can order the contents of his
shoppi ng bag. The el ectronic products can be downl oaded directly after the order and
the printed matters are dissem nated by the German Post AG  The order shoul d be
transmitted to the post within a maxinmumtine frame of 24 hours.

20. VWereas the bill for the printed matter is sent along with the publication, the
reci pient of electronic products receives a nonthly bill. Use of credit cards is in
preparation, but there are some adm nistrative questions to be clarified.

[11.3 Konjunktur aktuel

21. “Konj unktur aktuell” was a printed publication of about 120 pages. It appeared
nont hly and contai ned basic information about conjunctures such as nunber of |oca
units, enployees, hours worked etc. for different econom c branches and sone figures
about wages and | abour market for the last six nonths. |In addition, it contained a
nore detailed analysis for about 70 relevant tinme series (e.g. production index,
turnover, index of orders for different econom c branches) covering the | ast 36
months. The results of the seasonal adjustnment such as trend-cycle, seasonal adjusted
series, noise etc. (with value and changes fromthe preceding nonth or year) were
shown in a table and as a graph. Sonme nethodol ogi cal conmments were included. In this
way, the user received a sunmary about the relevant figures of the econony and did not
have to do the analysis hinself.

22. The main problemwith the printed publication, was to be up-to-date. Although
the publication was produced by access to the central database (STATI S-BUND), which
contains the figures directly after production, the publication could not be conpleted
before the last figures were received, as the time of production of the different
statistics is distributed throughout the nonth. This could be considered as a
contradiction to the name of the publication “aktuell” - that is up-to-date

23. To overcome that problem the data and results of the seasonal adjustnment are
publ i shed now via Internet and the dissem nation of the publication in paper format
has been discontinued. Thus it is possible to update the publication for each series
separately. Furthernore, the presentation of the graphs is designed in such a way
that the user can decide which conponents of the tinme series-analysis he wants to see
in conbination. |In the paper version the nunber of conponents was fixed, as a

di agramme of nore than two conponents woul d not have been cl ear

24, In spite of these advantages it should be kept in mnd that noving to the
I nternet, which nmeans data presentation on computer screen, has resulted in sonme other
changes. So the cross-section conparison was onmtted, the period for which data is
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presented is reduced to 24 nonths and the tables with up to eight colums for each
series are split into twd. Historical data that are available to the owner of the
printed version by storing the publication is not available to the Internet user any
| onger.

I11.4 Satellite system

25. Most of these services are so-called “pull” services, which nmeans that the
recipient of the data has to activate the di ssem nation process. There are other

ki nds of dissem nation such as the dissenm nation of news itens to news agenci es.
This is done normally by fax or mail, these are so-called “push” services. The
probl em was to ensure sinultaneous rel ease of highly market sensitive, econonic
data to agencies located in different cities. This could not be ensured when using
the “ordinary” method of di ssem nation

26. The Federal Statistical Ofice therefore nade a contract with a professiona
satellite operator, who set up a broadcasting system |t uses the one-way VSAT (Very
Smal | Aperture Term nals) technology to transnmit the data via satellite. In this way,

it is ensured that the subscribing agencies receive the data in the same second at al
pl aces in the country. To inport the news and use the service, we only need a specia
wor kstation which is connected over ISDN lines to the conmputer centre of the provider
For further details, see the paper “The dissem nation of news itens via satellite”
presented to the 25th Session of the Working Party on El ectronic Data Processing
(CGeneva, February 1997).

I11.5 Scientific use file

27. The purpose for this kind of dissemnation is to satisfy the permanent grow ng
demand on the evaluation and anal ysis of statistical mcrodata. The |egal basis in
Germany is a special regulation in the general law for statistics concerning mcrodata
di ssem nation for scientific purposes (BStatG. Wlereas it is forbidden to rel ease

i ndi vidual data outside the statistical office in general, by paragraph 16 it is
allowed to di ssemi nate so-called “de facto anonynous” mcrodata to universities and

i nstitutes, which have the comm ssion of independent scientific research and for a
specific research project. “De facto anonynous” neans that disclosure could be done
only with a very high and uneconomi cal expense of time, noney and human resources.

28. As a first step, the legal definition “de facto anonynous” given to the
statisticians by law had to be nmade operational. A research-project was started to
check against the risk of disclosure nethods to make anonynous the nicrodata of the
so-cal |l ed m crocensus (1% sanple of the households in Germany). As the main result of
the project, 4 nmethods can be nentioned:

Sub-sanpl e of 70%

Clustering of the regional attribute in every case;

Clustering of those attributes, which show small figures in the univariate
distribution (less than 5000 in the raised figures). |In the case of m crocensus
these are year of marriage, profession, econom c branches, hours of work per week.

Some attributes are deleted totally (e.g. name and address) or transformed into an
artificial one (e.g. number of households is replaced one to one by an artificia
nunber) .

29. Transfornmed m crocensus data are called a de facto anonynous basic-file. Such a
file is generated once for every survey. Fromit, for every research project a
specific file — the so-called scientific use file - is conpiled by selecting the

requested attributes. The scientific use file is given to the scientist who has to
sign a contract with the statistical office. Researchers who handle the data are
liable for maintaining confidentiality and data have to be deleted at the end of the
research project.

30. Scientific use files are a tool to support very special users with a very

speci al product. The costs of preparing the product are very high and, until now,

mai nly borne by a mnistry as part of a general research project. There is no uniform
way to build anonymous data sets and basic files have been prepared up to now only for
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four popul ation surveys. Nevertheless, nost users are satisfied with this nmethod, as
the tinme to get the data and the price are reduced conpared with the past due to
preparing the basic file.

31. Simlar work for econonmic statistics data is just starting. The procedure is
described in “Wrtschaft und Statistik” |ISSN 00436143, January 2000 “Pilot-project to
sinplify the use of de facto anonynous mi crodata”

I11.6 “Access” to mcrodata

32. The demand of scientists to have access to nicrodata of official statistics
neets the sane needs as described above. As scientific use files do not exist in
every case, the statistical office is testing another procedure, i.e. to performthe

analysis for the scientist in the statistical office and to dissenm nate only the
results. Simlar procedures for the tabulation of mcrodata have been in use for a
long tine, but it was too expensive (the user had to pay for the programmers in the
office) and was inflexible (every change in the table necessitated a change in the
programes). Cooperation has been nostly l[imted to tabulation, as nore in-depth
anal ysis was too conplicated to harnonise

33. Therefore a new form of cooperation was | aunched where the programres are
written by the scientist in an agreed standard software e.g. SAS or SPSS, tested with
artificial mcrodata and transmtted to the statistical office. Then a nenber of the
statistical office has to run the programes using the original mcrodata and

dissem nate the results to the scientist. It has to be stressed, that this kind of

“di ssem nation” or service requires a special IT-infrastructure and a trained
statistician, who knows the software and who checks the results for problens of

di scl osure.

V. CONCLUSI ONS

34. The above exanples show the diversity in data, the recipients of the data, their
financial capacity and other conditions that have to be kept in mnd when pl anni ng and
deciding on a data dissem nation strategy. As a result, there are services determ ned
for one or nore concrete users as in the case of scientific use files, others are
aimng at a broad range of “anonynous” people or units like the tine series service or
“Statistik Shop”. \Whereas the user of the tinme series service is allowed to select a
single time series out of a stock of about 2 mllion original data by a quasi-direct
access to the mainframe, the user of the “Statistik Shop” receives an el ectronic
publication with tables and expl anatory text, although both downl oad statistical data
fromthe systens of our office.

35. Nevert hel ess there are some comon principles to highlight. First, a centra
dat abase with up-to-date data and nmetadata should be the basis for different
di ssem nation activities. |In our case, the tine series service, “Statistik Shop” and

“Konj unktur Aktuell” are using the database STATIS-BUND by automated access. The
second is the inportance of Internet as a cheap, standardized communi cati on system
including its different services. However, it should be kept in mnd that the
possibility of dissem nating data in electronic formto many recipients, who sonmetines
are not famliar with statistics, creates chall enges concerning the docunentation and
metadata. It also increases the potential of comparing statistical data, which
descri be the sane facts but are published in a different context. The third point is
the format for the disseminated files. Until now we have been using HTM., EXCEL-
spread-sheet, PDF and basic ASCII, but it will be interesting to follow up the
progress of devel opments such as XM..



