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User demands often are seen as something that can be defined in general terms.  To some extent this is true.  But in most cases, this is not enough to establish truly effective user services in statistical agencies.  

General user demands are easy to list.  Search the web with the words “statistics user demands” and four countries pop up in the results: Croatia
, United Kingdom
, Japan
 and China
.  The way user demands are reflected in these examples is quoted in the footnotes.  They are not very encouraging, perhaps with the exception of Croatia.  Also for international institutions producing statistics, the understanding of who the users are is often – too often – quite limited
.  The example here comes from ECB, the European Central Bank.
Official statistics – for evidence-based decision making

Notwithstanding the fairly depressing examples referred to, user demands are of great importance for Statistical Agencies, be they national or international.  There may not be a long tradition of this, but it is certainly the case today.  We all acknowledge that most of us now live in an “Information Society”.  We all acknowledge that the world has became smaller, Internet and information overflow being two of the foremost reasons.  We all support the idea of evidence-based decision making.  We all believe that our statistical agencies have a role to play as important information providers.
But how important is that role in practical terms?  Are all statistical agencies by some exotic formula, automatically, by definition, really important information providers?  I mean really.  Are our agencies really really important for all significant decision makers?  Or even for most of them?
The relations statistical agencies have with governments and governmental institutions are usually good or excellent.  Not much complaint about that.  But - what about important direct contacts and relations to decision makers in economic life, big business, corporations and sizeable enterprises?  How strong are our links with decision makers in multinationals?  What role does our statistical information play in their decision-making processes?

What are the concrete channels of statistical information supply?  Are the majority of these channels indirect?  How extensive are our networks for contacting these people.  How well do our information channels serve as a basis for decisions made by the local administration bodies?  What is our outreach to organizations and associations, trade unions and employers unions?  Is publishing statistical data on the general web site of the agency a sufficient way of reaching and communicating with the important decision makers?  Or, should something more sophisticated and customized be developed and offered?
“Current and future users are the reason for and the purpose of the existence and development of the statistics system. Since user demands are of the highest importance for the development of the system, work must be done to meet these needs through the common effort of the users and the producers of official statistics."  
This was the crystallization of user demands by the Croatian NSO, quoted above.  In general, we can probably agree that out of the five definitions of user needs quoted earlier, this one reflects the challenges ahead in the best and most forward-looking way.
User demands and quality – dimensions and trade-offs
Implementation of these challenges may often be difficult to implement in practical terms.  Features perceived as being demanded by our users are well known to most of us: 
· User friendly

· Easily accessible

· Understandable and clear 

· Focused on the essentials
· With visual presentations
· Impressive 
· Balanced  
As official statisticians most of us have the basic quality dimensions of good statistics engraved into our backbone: 
· Relevance
· Accuracy
· Timeliness
· Punctuality
· Accessibility
· Clarity and 
· Comparability
.
As we know from work on quality, producers of statistics often confront a trade-off between two or more of these dimensions.  The trade-off between timeliness and accuracy is probably the most frequently encountered: official statistics will not have a role in evidence-based decision making if it is not fresh and timely.  But, they will lose their importance if the figures published are not accurate.

There are trade-offs and choices to be made all the time.  Remember: “Only used statistics are useful statistics”.
 
Real interaction with users is a responsibility for managers!

User friendly statistical services can only be established through interaction with real users that represent our different target user groups.  As serious information providers we should constantly ask ourselves: “Do we know enough about our potential users, our potential customers?” and “Do we even have enough information on our present users?”

If we do not know our users:

· We will not know how satisfied or dissatisfied they are with the present services we provide
· We will not know about any unmet needs in the field of statistics
· It will be difficult to develop services that better fit their information needs.

To address these issues, it may be necessary to challenge the top management of the organization as staff in statistical agencies often focuses primarily on production.  Coverage, cost effectiveness and timeliness of production are very often THE important issues for managers. Methodological issues need – rightfully – a lot of attention.  Having put much effort into ensuring the statistical information produced is of a high-quality, – working to ensure the information is actually used is something that must not be neglected.  
At the dissemination phase, an exhausted statistical producer may think: “I will put the results of my information production out there on the web site and if people do not use it, they can only blame themselves”.  To some extent this attitude is understandable. However, that way of thinking is unacceptable for a manager or director of a statistical agency. 
It’s not only the governmental officials…

The first step on the road to effective dissemination and communication with users is to identify your stakeholders.  Too often, a basic list of statistical agency stakeholders includes only or mainly governmental institutions: The President, the Government, the Parliament, the main ministries, a number of central and regional authorities – plus the media, in some cases, only the governmental media.

Such a list is, however, way too short.  Again we have to ask: If statistical information is one of the key inputs for evidence-based decision making – why are the important decision makers in real economic life, big business, corporations and sizeable enterprises often not on the list?  How strong are our links with decision makers in multinationals?  What role does our statistical information really play in their decision processes?

As different user groups have different need structures they consequently have varying demands on statistical services.  Businesspeople will certainly not look for the same kind of statistical data researchers look for.  Local authorities will to a big extent be interested in comparisons between their constituency and others, or in their constituency’s rating in relation to the average situation in the country. Different non-governmental organizations (NGOs), associations and lobbyists will focus on themes relevant for their interest group.  A well-developed service structure takes into consideration the different needs of the statistical agency’s main user groups.  It is not wise to serve them all with the same common approach.
Statistical agencies will have to define their main user groups and develop suitable ways to satisfy their differing demands.  Usually feedback and revisions of the chosen approach are needed, because the first guess is not always correct and may change over time.  Huge differences may also exist between the needs of today’s users and those of potential user groups.
As resources are limited it is necessary to minimize costs by building a service structure, where most parts are modulated and efficient in their production and only part of the service is personalized and labour-intensive to its character.  Flexible and highly automated information architecture is a key issue.  XML and good databases help a lot. 
Metadata should also be well managed. Its role is getting more important with a growing number of users having access to statistical information through the internet without any direct interaction with the producer.  If metadata is not available or not perceived to be important, the likelihood of misinterpretation increases.
Building up a good service ability

A systematic approach to building up good service ability for official statistics is based on numerous factors.  The basis and the starting point, to which one has to return in all different construction phases, is the identification of the main user categories and their demands.  
Until the last decade, the traditional dissemination format for statistical information was printed publications.  Some printed publications – mainly thematic ones and yearbooks - will probably continue to defend their existence in an increasingly digital environment.  Electronic services have already become the primary information channel for statistical information, both in developed and developing countries.

A web site of a statistical agency usually has the following elements:
· Statistical releases, Press releases
The way in which this service is provided also matters.  In Statistics Finland the whole publication system of regular statistical information is linked to statistical releases, almost 1’000 releases annually
.  The Statistical Office of the Republic of Slovenia has an exceptionally well working way to serve users with “First releases”.  In every “First release” you are invited to register, and doing that you can chose the themes of your interest and receive updates every time something on the theme(s) you have chosen comes up, you are informed directly by e-mail .

· Statistics by topics and subject matters;
· Key figures;

· Calculators
· Frequency of baby names service

· Contact us / Feedback / Privacy statement

· Search / Site map / Help

· Links to other national and international statistical agencies

· What’s new (on our web site)?


From good to excellent…

Including additional services on the web site may assist in promoting the popularity of the web site of the statistical agency.  

The proposals listed below are “value-added” in nature, so there may also be an opportunity to develop some of them into chargeable services. 
· Statistics by popular themes and topics

Usually popular themes are different from traditional statistical subject areas, so this will need editorial effort to develop;
· First visit
Some statistical agencies provide visitors who identify themselves as a first time visitor with basic information about the main statistical services the agency provides, how they are categorized, where to find what, search instructions and software, information on chargeability and non-chargeability principles, learning materials and consultancy services
;
· Statistical services available by user groups
This will also need editorial effort and communication with people representing users about what is important and what should be left out; very often a problem is that the amount of information is so abundant that searching is difficult and discouraging.  Structuring information by user group makes it easier – visitors will see information that is likely to be relevant to them;
· Statistical materials related to special days and themes
International day of children, environment, pensioners, disabled people, the police, National Day, Independence Day, New Year, start of summer, International Women’s Day – there are lot of themes on which the statistical agency can show the relevance and importance of the services it provides.
· Links to statistical services on the Wikipedia
 and other relevant electronic resources
· Use of new internet-tools, provided by Web 2.0 technology
New Internet tools related to Web 2.0 can provide practical instruments to gain an understanding on what’s going on and when to react.  They can also provide new ways to interact and communicate with users
.  

· What’s hot? (in the mind of bigger audiences, not mainly according to the agency’s own production and publication calendar)
Edited pages and links to themes that are topical in society, in the international arena and in sizeable, important communities:  financial crisis, food crisis, oil crisis, global warming, sustainable development, the recent price development, unemployment, migration, the upcoming census.  There are hundreds of themes on which the statistical agency already is in possession of valuable information.  Why not actively publish stories, information shots and links to top discussion themes at the same time with the basic regular, methodologically sound, internationally comparable and serious regular statistical information materials, and in this way draw the attention of different users and the public to the existence of the solid and reliable statistical services of official statistics?  

Conclusion

It is a strategic task to strengthen relations with stakeholders and main user groups.   User groups may differ from agency to agency.  The following classification has been used for categorizing the main user groups in the Customer Relationship Management (CRM) system of Statistics Finland
:
· Central administration

· Local administration

· Corporations and enterprises

· Educational institutions and public libraries

· Research institutions

· Organizations

· Media.

Statistics Lithuania has, between 2005 and 2008, performed numerous specialized User Satisfaction Surveys with a total of six specific user groups.  In 2007, they decided on an impressive plan to promote statistical literacy, targeting all main user categories of their agency in 2008-2012, commencing with schools and Statistics Lithuania’s own staff and ending with big business
.

Customer databases, containing accumulated information on heavy and regular users of statistical information, as well as Customer Relationship Management (CRM) and Business Intelligence systems, will show their importance and strength in the work on promoting the use of statistical information in the near future.

All NSOs and international statistical services probably have some definition of their stakeholders and user groups.  Some statistical agencies are already able to provide high quality and user-friendly services to their customers and users, taking into consideration the differences in user demands.  For many statistical agencies, systematic, user-focused statistical services, reflecting user demand structures, remains to be a new and big strategic challenge of tomorrow.
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� “Current and future users are the reason for and the purpose of the existence and development of the statistics system. Since user demands are of the highest importance for the development of the system, work must be done to meet these needs through the common effort of the users and the producers of official statistics.” (From the Development Strategy of Official Statistics of the Republic of Croatia 2004 – 2012, Zagreb 2003, First goal mentioned in the definition of the Vision of the strategic plan -pb). � HYPERLINK "http://www.dzs.hr/Eng/about_us/Legals/Development%20strategy.pdf" ��http://www.dzs.hr/Eng/about_us/Legals/Development%20strategy.pdf� 





� “User needs, interests and capabilities should determine the design and operation of statistical dissemination over the Internet. This necessitates interactive engagement with users and active pursuit of feedback plus better search engines (possibly in co-operation with commercial operators). Users of government statistical websites should not be expected to have a working knowledge of government departments or of ‘who produces what’” From a Report of the United Kingdom’s Statistics Commission “Data on Demand – Access to Official Statistics, Report No. 34, June 2007, Recommendations, Principle 5. � HYPERLINK "http://www.statscom.org.uk/C_1171.aspx" ��http://www.statscom.org.uk/C_1171.aspx� 





� “With rapid progress being made in information technology, the use of statistical information has greatly expanded and user demands have also increased and diversified. Computerization of the administrative work and the sharing of information within the government [sic! – cursivation pb]have now become essential. To meet such demands, the Statistics Bureau [of Japan] provides statistical information through the Internet and other media.  Since January 2004, the Bureau has established the following two statistical systems on the web, with the aim of promoting the diverse use of statistical information and support business activities: [a] The Portal Site of Statistical Data in Japan and [b] The Geographic Information System (GIS) Plaza of Statistics (in Japanese only)





� In an article, published on the web in 2002 by Mr Jingping Zheng, spokesman of China’s National Bureau of Statistics on China’s official statistics, user needs are not mentioned even once, also not in the final chapter on new challenges of the Bureau.  The same goes for a comprehensive descriptive article on the Statistical System in China, published in the authoritative Journal of Government information, Volume 30, Issue 1, 2004.  For the first reference, see


� HYPERLINK "http://www.sciencedirect.com/science?_ob=ArticleURL&_udi=B6W46-44YDJM0-9&_user=5836698&_rdoc=1&_fmt=&_orig=search&_sort=d&view=c&_version=1&_urlVersion=0&_userid=5836698&md5=16692e161a0790c7311255e1323ccab2" ��http://www.sciencedirect.com/science?_ob=ArticleURL&_udi=B6W46-44YDJM0-9&_user=5836698&_rdoc=1&_fmt=&_orig=search&_sort=d&view=c&_version=1&_urlVersion=0&_userid=5836698&md5=16692e161a0790c7311255e1323ccab2� 


� “The internal users’ relations are well structured within the ESCB. In the preparatory phase, the main user committees (which all have the same status as the Statistics Committee, STC) are consulted and user demands prioritized. The ECB Governing Council is involved simultaneously as the legislator, paymaster and main user of ECB statistics. External users’ relations are more loosely structured within the ESCB, although Eurostat [sic! – so Eurostat is representing the external user –pb] has a permanent observer status in the STC…” From The “ESCB’s governance structure as applied to ESCB statistics”,


November 2006, a text introducing the European System of Central Bank’s governance structure as applied to ESCB Statistics, para 9 –pb


� HYPERLINK "http://www.ecb.eu/pub/pdf/other/escbsgovernancestructureappliedtostatistics200611en.pdf" ��http://www.ecb.eu/pub/pdf/other/escbsgovernancestructureappliedtostatistics200611en.pdf� 


� See the UN Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics at � HYPERLINK "http://www.unece.org/stats/archive/docs.fp.e.htm" ��http://www.unece.org/stats/archive/docs.fp.e.htm� �See also European Statistics - Code of Practice for the National and Community Statistical Authorities at � HYPERLINK "http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/pls/portal/docs/PAGE/PGP_DS_QUALITY/TAB47141301/VERSIONE_INGLESE_WEB.PDF" ��http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/pls/portal/docs/PAGE/PGP_DS_QUALITY/TAB47141301/VERSIONE_INGLESE_WEB.PDF��More on quality issues, see Steven Vale’s (UNECE)  presentation in the 10th Meeting of the Committee for the Coordination of Statistical Activities, Madrid 10-11 September 2007 at http://unstats.un.org/unsd/accsub/2007docs-10th/SA-2007-14-Add1-ECERep.pdf �A good and comprehensive source on quality of official statistics is Eurostat’s portal on quality issues at � HYPERLINK "http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page?_pageid=2273,1,2273_47140765&_dad=portal&_schema=PORTAL" ��http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page?_pageid=2273,1,2273_47140765&_dad=portal&_schema=PORTAL� 


� See Petteri Baer (UNECE): Proactive is the Magic Word.  Presentation at the 56th ISI Conference in Lisbon 2007


� Markku Huttunen: Multichannel publishing of official statistics – a challenging task at � HYPERLINK "http://imaodbc.stat.fi/media//presentations/huttunen_.pdf" ��http://imaodbc.stat.fi/media//presentations/huttunen_.pdf� �


� Have a look also at Statistics Slovenia’s user friendly First release service at � HYPERLINK "http://www.stat.si/eng/index.asp" ��http://www.stat.si/eng/index.asp��See also Tomaz Smerkar: Slovenian experience in implementation and maintenance of dissemination database from user’s and producer’s perspective at � HYPERLINK "http://www.unece.org/stats/documents/2008.05.dissemination3.htm" ��http://www.unece.org/stats/documents/2008.05.dissemination3.htm� �


� Statistics Norway has 31 well presented themes available on the first page of their web site in English, see � HYPERLINK "http://www.ssb.no/english/" ��http://www.ssb.no/english/� �


� See e.g. the web site of the Australian Bureau of Statistics at. � HYPERLINK "http://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/D3310114.nsf/home/First+Visit?opendocument" ��http://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/D3310114.nsf/home/First+Visit?opendocument� 


� See for instance the Wikipedia on Official Statistics, set up originally by the UNECE Statistical Division at � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Official_statistics" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Official_statistics� �


� See Jessica Gardner (UNECE): Blogs, wikis and official statistics: new perspectives on the use of Web 2.0 by statistical offices at � HYPERLINK "http://imaodbc.stat.fi/media//presentations/gardner_.pdf" ��http://imaodbc.stat.fi/media//presentations/gardner_.pdf� �See also Katja Snuderl (Statistical office of the Republic of Slovenia): Tagging - Can user-generated content improve our services? At � HYPERLINK "http://imaodbc.stat.fi/media//presentations/snuderl.ppt" ��http://imaodbc.stat.fi/media//presentations/snuderl.ppt� �


� Petteri Baer (UNECE): Building Relations with Users as a Strategic Concept at http://circa.europa.eu/Public/irc/dsis/statcanwestbalkan/library?l=/meetings_seminars/stategic_management/sms_2006/dissemination_2006-06-29_2/_EN_1.0_&a=d#330,1


� Audrone Miskiniene: Statistical Literacy in Statistics Lithuania – to bridge the gap between statisticians and users at � HYPERLINK "http://imaodbc.stat.fi/media//presentations/miskiniene.ppt" ��http://imaodbc.stat.fi/media//presentations/miskiniene.ppt� 





