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THE OECD Dissemination Policy for Statistics

a.
Background

1.
The OECD Secretariat collects and compiles a wide range of statistics for its ongoing work of monitoring developments in Member countries and in key non-Member countries. The OECD also disseminates a very large amount of statistics to external users and the most accessed theme in the OECD web site is the “statistics portal” with about 25.000 visits each month.  The external demand for OECD statistics grew significantly over the last decade and the Organisation developed new instruments (for example, SourceOECD) to disseminate statistics as part of a more general renovation of its dissemination and communication policy. These instruments improved the accessibility to OECD statistics and helped to reach new groups of users.

2. 
At the beginning of 2001, the Statistics Directorate (STD) launched a new statistical strategy and several initiatives have been undertaken in the area of communication and dissemination, in co-operation with the Directorate for Public Affairs and Communication (PAC). In April 2002, the OECD Council has revised the Organisation’s publishing policy and recognised that:

· one of the objectives is to “enhance the credibility of the OECD as a source of timely, relevant analyses, high quality statistics and policy prescriptions”;

· there is a need to improve the value-added of statistical publications in order to safeguard the reputation and credibility of the Organisation;

· dissemination of statistics requires special consideration and called the Secretariat to present concrete proposals for improvements.

The adoption of the new publishing policy provides an ideal opportunity to define a new strategy for the dissemination of statistics, taking into account changes that are occurring in this field at national level and in other international organisations.

The current OECD policy for disseminating statistics

3.
For 2002, the Organisation is forecasting gross revenues for publications and other products at M€12 (excluding International Energy Agency). Statistical products (publications, databases, CD-ROMs, etc.) could yield a gross revenue of around M€4 (33% of the total). In particular, 25% of this revenue is expected to be derived from SourceOECD, 25% from CD-ROMs and diskettes, 30% from STD paper publications and the remaining 20% from data re-sellers (Bloomberg, DRI-WEFA and others) and paper publications from other Directorates.

4. 
The generic user has several options to subscribe to OECD statistical products (one single product, families of products, etc.). Compared to other international organisations, the OECD offers a very wide range of options.  The only missing component in OECD “direct” dissemination practices is the possibility of extracting single series (or groups of series) from databases without being obliged to buy the entire database, but this opportunity is offered by several re-sellers.

5. 
In the framework of the new OECD website, a “statistics portal” has been created. It is now possible to navigate across all statistical pages following a unique classification, derived from the UN classification of statistical themes (the same classification is also used in the presentation of the OECD Statistical Programme). Full implementation of the “portal” (scheduled for the half of 2002) will permit access to a selection of available statistics for each theme.

 6. 
Two important gateways to access OECD statistics are OLISnet and SourceOECD.  These two instruments cover two different audiences: OLISnet the network through which authorised users (including the national statistical offices) access OECD published and unpublished documents, books and data sets; and SourceOECD, mainly designed for “non-governmental” institutional users.  For the moment, SourceOECD only contains data files in Beyond 2020 format, while OLISnet contains all data files published by the OECD (Beyond2020 files, MS Excel files, Access to SQL databases, MS Access databases and simple.csv files).  OLISnet in particular permits the download of entire files in a format suitable for the bulk updating of a database. In addition, OLISnet permits the presentation of OECD data according to a thematic classification while SourceOECD simply lists the data files.  Also, the OLISnet interface provides keyword and full text searching for statistics, both leading the user directly to the statistical tables/information requested.  Finally, OLISnet also permits authorised users to access “reserved” areas, where Directorates place preliminary or unofficial data to invite comment and to prepare for Committee meetings.

7. 
The pricing policy for statistical publications has been fixed according to the general policy adopted in 1996 and now has to be revised according to the new publishing policy
.  The main target of the OECD publishing activity is to disseminate as widely as possible and in the most cost-effective manner the results of work carried out within the OECD on issues of significant, recognised interest and relevance so as to:

· help build support and understanding in Member countries and, as appropriate, in other countries, for policy approaches and standards that Members are pursuing within the framework of the Organisation’s programme of work; and

· enhance the credibility of the OECD as a source of timely, relevant analyses, high quality statistics and policy prescriptions broadly reflecting economic, environmental and social performance within the scope of the Organisation’s Work Programme
.

8. In addition, it is stated that:

· “publishing in the OECD should be consistent with the objectives of maximising dissemination while respecting the necessity for efficient management and cost effectiveness in accordance with the financial and budgetary regulations and requirements of the Council.  Maximum use should be made of online possibilities;
· the Secretariat may distribute selected publications free of charge;

· the decision to publish for sale is based on clearly identified potential or existing markets.  The Organisation should set clear targets regarding the level of recovery of costs and investments related to its publishing activities;

· a flexible pricing policy, set out in the annual publications programme submitted by the Secretary General to Members accommodates the different audiences of the Organisation in order to maximise dissemination while allowing scope for the generation of revenues. Pricing policy is not intended to offset the intellectual costs of a publication, which have been paid by Member countries under the work programmes independently of a decision to publish, or the cost of information activities of the OECD Centres;

· the Secretariat assures a selective free distribution of all priced publications to Delegations, the General Secretariat, specialists indicated by Author Directorates, the media and, subject to reciprocal arrangements, International Organisations. Quota systems established and applicable in all cases are reviewed on a two-yearly basis. Maximum use of online distribution of free publications should be encouraged wherever possible”.
9. The OECD currently applies a restrictive policy in terms of free distribution of statistics to “non-governmental” users.  With the launch of the new web site a new policy has been proposed by STD and endorsed by the Secretary General and PAC.  In particular, it has been decided that:

· for each page created in the web site, a sample subset of available data has to be provided free.  This data is provided following standards fixed by STD, and utilising software already available at the OECD.  To maximise the efficiency of the process, STD has chosen a solution mainly based on Beyond 20/20 (the software used for SourceOECD) which allows users to select some variables, length of time series, etc.;

· the amount of data provided free must be limited to a maximum of 10% of the overall available data.

The implementation of the “10% initiative” is underway and should be completed by the end of June 2002.

Policies adopted in national statistical agencies and in other international organisations

10. The development of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT), the creation of the so-called “information society” and the launch of national e-government policy initiatives are key factors which explain the main changes to dissemination policies adopted by national statistical authorities and other international organisations.  These policies have altered radically over the last decade, with accelerated change to a new vision in this area, taking place in the last two-three years.

11. In particular, initiatives have been undertaken in all OECD countries to develop public policies to address the issue of the management of an information society.  E-government policies have been launched to support the evolution of national societies, to improve the efficiency of the public administration, to minimise the “digital divide” across citizens, etc.  In this framework, statistics play a fundamental role in filling the information gaps between different parts of society and in improving the decision-making processes of public bodies, businesses and individuals.  In several OECD countries, plans to create unique “portals” to statistical information released by different parts of the government have been launched.  In some cases, national statistical offices have been called upon to co-ordinate these efforts, imposing standards in data and metadata dissemination.  More generally, the use of statistical tools, languages and protocols has been encouraged to connect public administrations, share databases, etc.

12. From the perspective of information being a fundamental instrument to improve individual and collective wellbeing, the character of official statistics as a key “public good” element has been reinforced.  This vision provided a catalyst for statistical offices to substantially enlarge their distribution of free statistics on the Internet.  Even in those countries where rigid and strict rules were applied in disseminating statistics, almost all “headline” statistics are now disseminated free on the Internet.  In some countries, this change has been presented as part of the more general national e-government policy and the loss of revenue for NSOs due to this passage has been fully compensated by governments through an increase of public allocations to statistical offices.

13. From the standpoint of international organisations in mid-2001, STD reviewed Internet dissemination policies adopted by members of the ACC
.  The review showed that all ACC members disseminate at least some statistics via the Internet, though there is considerable variation in both the amount of data disseminated, and the amount of data disseminated free of charge. In particular:

· the International Labour Organisation (ILO), World Bank, UNESCO, World Trade Organisation, UN Economic Commission for Africa (UN/ECA), UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), UN Industrial Development Organisation (UNIDO) all apply a general policy of free distribution of statistics on Internet;

·   Eurostat, Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) and the FAO provide extensive information free via limited selection/extraction facilities;

· UNICEF and the UN Statistical Division provide an extensive range of information free via readily accessible static pages, while others provide extensive information in the form of pdf files;

· in a number of instances the Internet site also serves as a portal to extensive subscription specific on-line databases (Eurostat, ILO, FAO, UN Statistical Division, World Tourism Organisation, UNIDO);

· the majority of methodological information (statistical guidelines and recommendations, publications outlining current statistical methodologies used by member national agencies, reference documents, etc.) are normally disseminated on Internet free as a matter of policy.  The trend is to make more of this type of information freely available on this medium in the future due to its high public good component, particularly with regard to the promotion of statistical transparency, best practice and the use of comparable statistical methodologies
.

14. Even in those countries which disseminate statistics free on the Internet, books and other more complex statistical products are normally for sale.  In some countries, a print on demand mechanism for books and CD-ROMs has been put in place.  Furthermore, differentiated prices are applied to different groups of users (public administrations, universities and schools, businesses, etc.).  Countries which have begun dissemination of free data on the Internet have also had a simultaneous increase in demand for free data which has spilt over into increased demand for other products, though the net impact of these recent trends on total revenues is as yet unclear.

15. In conclusion, a clear tendency towards the major use of the Internet to disseminate statistics, and towards a policy of free data dissemination through this medium is emerging both at the national and international levels.  This tendency is encouraging all NSOs and international organisations to carefully re-think their existing policies
, and to apply the most advanced techniques to improve the accessibility of statistics (and related metadata), as well as the efficiency of the process.

Some existing technical and organisational constraints for the OECD

16. As already mentioned, the current OECD dissemination policy is based on the use of several dissemination media.  Although the Organisation has implemented some very powerful instruments, some have quite limited flexibility in technical terms, and this has to be considered in discussing possible changes to the Organisation’s dissemination policy
. First, the underlying design of several OECD electronic products have evolved from pre-existing paper publications.   Sometimes the electronic database (or CD-ROM) is a by-product of the paper publication and not vice-versa. Although this approach may be suitable for some annual products, it is not the case for most: for example, short-term economic databases should be updated in real time (i.e. on the day the data is made available by the national agency), while until now they are only updated for external users once a month or quarter.

17. Secondly, in SourceOECD and in OLISnet it is not currently possible to navigate across datasets and users are obliged to exploit each single dataset to extract the series of interest.  Search engine facilities currently available for OLISnet are able to list all datasets where requested series are available, but the extraction must be done dataset by dataset.  This approach can become very cumbersome for users who are looking for a number of relevant series.  In addition, because datasets can be created from different sources or at different points in time there is a risk that different estimates will be available for the same variable or that users do not find the most updated or accurate estimate for a certain variable.  Those problems come mainly from the fact that, at the OECD, dissemination of statistics follows the producers’ point of view rather than that of users.

18. More generally, because each dataset is created independently by author Directorates, there is the possibility of apparent inconsistencies in data available in different datasets.  In most cases these apparent inconsistencies are due to statistical reasons, but in other cases are due to the lack of appropriate metadata.  The absence of a general “data catalogue”, a number of IT constraints within software currently used and a shortage of resources, are obstacles which make the resolution of this problem difficult
.

19. In the framework of the new OECD strategy for statistics, STD is working with other Directorates to improve the co-ordination in disseminating statistics from a methodological point of view.  STD is also working with the rest of the Organisation to identify the best technical solutions to improve the coherence of, and access to, OECD statistics.  It is important to recognise that, even if substantive Directorates agree on the principle of the co-ordination, the available resources for statistical activities are so limited that they cannot consider the strict adoption of standards as a priority.  Similar problems arise with reference to the analysis (and the resolution) of apparent inconsistencies between data coming from different sources, which other Directorates consider mainly a task for STD.  This task is very difficult because today each substantive Directorate is free to disseminate data and metadata using various formats (CD-ROM, Excel files, databases, etc.), even though the Information Technology and Network (ITN) Service has tried to limit their number through a process of “moral persuasion”.

20. In conclusion, some of the tools currently used by the OECD are very advanced, others are obsolete and do not ensure the maintenance of a competitive position in the information market.  Furthermore, the OECD needs a medium-term strategy to update the tools used for the dissemination of some products, taking into account the behaviour and plans of other data providers, as well as, and most importantly, the users’ point of view on the global OECD data offer.  For example, others data providers have developed (or are developing) new database systems which permit better navigation across datasets than existing OECD data dissemination systems.  There is therefore a high risk that the OECD will lose its current position (and related revenues) because of a lack of investment.

b. 
Recommended actions

21. In order to address strategic and technical issues in the dissemination of statistics an “Ad Hoc Group” was established in February 2002 with the participation of several Directorates.  The Group identified key problems for each phase of the dissemination process and its conclusions were discussed at the OECD Statisticians’ general meetings.  Some of these problems should be resolved through guidelines that will be provided in the “OECD Quality Framework”, while others require technical and organisational improvements.

22. The High Level Group (HLG) is asked to express its view on the following proposals, in order to design a new dissemination policy for OECD statistics and to improve international co-operation and co-ordination in this field.

HLG endorsement on objectives of the OECD policy 

23. From a strategic point of view, the OECD dissemination policy for statistics should meet three different objectives:

· disseminate as widely as possible the statistics collected and elaborated autonomously by the Organisation, adopting high quality standards to facilitate their accessibility and interpretability;

· enhance the credibility of the OECD as a source of high quality statistics reflecting economic, environmental and social performance in Member countries and in selected non-Members;

· contribute to the development of a culture of  “informed decision making” at national and international levels, both in governmental and non-governmental bodies.

24. In meeting these objectives, the statistics dissemination policy has to be conducted:

· in the most cost-effective manner, in accordance with  OECD general publishing policy and with the financial and budgetary regulations and requirements of the OECD Council.  Maximum use should be made of online dissemination possibilities;

· ensuring that the user community in general can have free access to “basic” statistical information collected and/or originally produced by the Organisation
;

· maximising the co-operation with other national and international data providers.  In particular, free access to all statistical products has to be given to all national governmental bodies (included national statistical offices), as well as, subject to reciprocal arrangements, to international organisations.

Proposals to meet the objectives 

25. To ensure a wide dissemination of the OECD statistics the following actions can be envisaged:

· pursue the free dissemination of  OECD “basic” statistics through the web;

· allow user access to all electronic products (and books in electronic format) from a certain time after their publication (e.g. 12 months for annual publications).  Free access should be allowed through the statistical portal;

· develop, by the end of 2002, a general catalogue for all statistical products;

· establish agreements with National Statistical Offices
 to:

· include a reference to OECD statistics in  existing webs and catalogues. The OECD could draft a mock-up of an ad-hoc html page (in English and French) and a “box” for paper catalogues, while NSOs could translate them (if necessary) into other languages;

· promote access to OECD products through the national data shops managed by NSOs;

· establish agreements with national business associations to promote access to OECD products.  In particular, promotional html pages (in national languages) could be posted in their websites;

· define a more flexible pricing policy for academics and NGOs;

· establish an agreement with Eurostat to enhance the distribution of OECD products through the network of Eurostat data-shops.  The OECD could also promote the access to Eurostat products through the data-shops managed by statistical offices on OECD non-EU countries.

The following table summarises the approaches that could be used for disseminating OECD statistics and their related pricing policies.

Type of data
Updates
Channels
Pricing policy

Basic statistics
Concurrent 
Statistics portal


Free

Standard statistics
Concurrent


SourceOECD
Priced (variable for different categories of users)  


Concurrent
OLISnet (only for the OECD network
)
Free


Old issues 
Statistics portal


Free


Concurrent
Paper publications
Priced

Methodological documents
Concurrent


Statistics portal, OLISnet and SourceOECD


Free*



Paper publications


Priced

Customised statistics
Concurrent
Service centre


Priced 

26.
To improve the credibility of OECD statistics clear rules of conduct have to be established in the context of the “OECD quality framework” and made available to the public.  Confidence by users is built over time and one important aspect is trust in the objectivity of the data.  This implies that the data is perceived to be produced professionally
 in accordance with appropriate statistical standards, and that policies and practices are transparent.  For example, data is not manipulated, nor their release timed, in response to political pressure.  In the OECD context, the Secretariat has to decide if the publication of poor quality data received from countries affects the overall credibility of the OECD as a high quality data provider.  If the answer is affirmative, the Secretariat should refuse to publish the data.  Furthermore, it must ensure that, once an agreement between the Secretariat and countries has been reached on collection of specified data, the data subsequently collected cannot be withdrawn in response to political pressure.

27.
An important instrument to build confidence by users is the publication of an advanced release calendar
.  A publication schedule may comprise a set of target release dates (at least for key economic indicators) or may involve a commitment to release data within a prescribed time period from the their receipt
.  In the OECD context, a publication schedule would help:

· external users, by improving their capacity for timely use of OECD statistics; 

· internal users, by enhancing their capacity to plan their work based on the released dates; 

· the Secretariat, by enhancing its capability to resist pressure to tamper with release dates for political reasons.

On the other hand, there may be occasions where the OECD cannot adhere to its schedule, for example due to changes in the priorities of the Organisation.  These changes should be clearly communicated to users. 

28.
To improve accessibility and interpretability of OECD statistics specific guidelines will be defined in the context of the “OECD quality framework”, as well as to improve cost-efficiency of data and metadata dissemination activities.  In particular, the targets to:

· present data linked to  metadata;

· provide full navigability across different datasets;

· provide clear explanations of the reasons for apparent inconsistencies between different data sources
 and support to users in identifying the best data source for their specific purposes;

· minimise the use of different formats for accessing different data sources;

will be pursued. 

29.
Co-operation with national statistical agencies and other international organisations in data and metadata dissemination has to be reinforced in three main areas:

· because of ICT developments, in a few years it will be much easier to retrieve data directly from the web sites of individual national sources for compiling multi-country statistical tables.  Contradictory dissemination and pricing policies adopted at national and international levels risk crowding out one of the two data providers.  Therefore, information about future policies have to be exchanged and discussed to identify the best “co-operative solutions”;

· best practices in designing products should be compared and evaluated, in order to offer recommendations for future work to statistical authorities;

· projects to implement common electronic dissemination solutions could be jointly developed by national and international organisations.  Some national statistical offices (for example, the Group of Nordic European countries) have already established agreements in this field, while at the level of international organisations no initiatives have been taken until now. 

Finally, co-ordination of dissemination policies is of high importance for the co-ordination of data exchanges amongst national statistical agencies and international organisations, as described in the paper on data collection.

30.
There are currently several opportunities to discuss technical and political issues related to dissemination, in particular: 

· United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UN/ECE) meetings on “Statistical output for dissemination of information media”, where (mainly) political issues and good practices about dissemination to media are discussed;

· UN/ECE-Eurostat seminars on “Integrated Statistical Information Systems”, where, among other things, technical discussions about IT solutions for dissemination take place from time to time
;  

· the Eurostat  Dissemination Working Group (DSIS), the objective of which is to develop an European high quality Statistical Dissemination System;

· the round table of National Statistical Agencies called “International Marketing and Statistical Output Database Conference”, which aim is to explore experiences and current issues in developing and disseminating the contents of large and complex statistical output databases by National Statistical Offices.  The U.S. Census Bureau will host the next conference in September 2002.

The constituency of these groups is quite heterogeneous and there is no forum where OECD countries can define common policies or technical projects.  On the other hand, there are no opportunities where international organisations can discuss and agree to co-ordinate strategies and/or evaluate the opportunity to develop common tools (especially after the announced suppression of the ACC on statistics). One of the possibilities is to re-organise existing fora to address both technical and strategic issues, or to create a new group with a wider participation.
c.
Consequences of proposals for national statistical institutes

31.
The main consequence for national statistical institutes would be the participation to initiatives devoted to co-ordinate dissemination policies adopted at national and international levels.  In particular, if the HLG will take the decision to create an OECD group for discussing technical and political issues related to dissemination of statistics, experts from Member countries should attend its meetings.

32.
On the other hand, the dissemination policy adopted by the OECD can influence dissemination policies adopted by national statistical authorities and other international organisations.

d.
Risk assessment

33.
The main risk is related to the possible impact that the definition of a new OECD policy could have on national practices. In particular, if data that are not freely available at national level are disseminated for free by the OECD, and vice-versa, a distortion in the “market” of statistics can occur. A similar situation can happen between international organisations.

34.
On the other hand, if no common policies are identified and individual countries and/or organisations define incoherent policies, users will choose the cheapest sources, private re-sellers (or re-distributors) will benefit of extra-profits and some statistical agencies will loose their role (and related revenues) in the dissemination of statistics.
� .	 	See document C(2002)80.


� .	The creation of a “Fund” for improving quality of OECD publications has been proposed.  The Fund should be created using part of the revenues obtained through the publishing activity.


� .	The Administrative Committee on Co-ordination is a UN body where all international organisations active in statistics are represented.  The STD report commented on the current Internet statistical dissemination practices of 23 international agencies.


� .	The OECD already disseminates all methodological information  free on the Internet.


� .	Eurostat has recently created a “Reflection Group on the future of statistical dissemination in Europe” and the OECD has been invited to join the Group as an observer.


� .	This paragraph is based on the debates carried out at the OECD Statistical Policy Group, as well as the questions put forward by external users to STD Contact.


� .	STD has organised, with the involvement of other relevant Directorates, a Task Force to address these issues.  Some recommendations have been formulated to improve the presentation of statistics in SourceOECD and to inform users of the sources used to create the different databases, etc.


� .	Include commonly published statistics for each subject matter. The precise definition of “basic statistics” for each topic has to be done by individual OECD Directorates. In order to make data presented as useful as possible, STD has proposed the following guidelines for the selection of data to be presented on the web:


widest geographical coverage possible;


most relevant subsets of indicators;


longest historical coverage possible, in time series format and seasonally adjusted if relevant and available, with a minimum of 36 months, 12 quarters or 3 years of data, if possible.


� .	This initiative should involve not only NSOs of OECD members, but also those of non-Member countries that are involved in co-operation activities.


� .	Included NSOs and other international organisations.


� .	Principle 2 of the UN Principles of Official Statistics (1994) states: “to retain trust in official statistics, the statistical agencies need to decide according to strictly professional considerations, including scientific principles and professional ethics, on the methods and procedures for the collection, processing, storage and presentation of statistical data”.


� .	The currently published OECD press releases for key economic indicators already contain the date for the next release.


� .	Here “release date” refers to the date on which the data are first publicly made available, by whatever medium, typically, but not inevitably the web site.


� .	Coherence implies that the same term should not be used without explanation for different concepts or data items, that different terms should not be used without explanation for the same concept or data item, and that variations in methodology that might affect data values should not be made without explanation. Coherence has four important sub-dimensions: within a dataset, across datasets, over time, and across countries


�.	The OECD recently joined the steering group and the next seminar, scheduled for 2003, will be a joint UN/ECE-Eurostat-OECD seminar.  The OECD will also host a web site to establish a collection of best practices in the field of IT for statistics and to promote the exchange of information in between ISIS meetings.
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