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Statistics and news media 

pportunities 
and challenges 

Fons Theis 

7"^ he day­to­day work of govern­

ments, firms, markets and stock 

exchanges and public opinion are 

governed by statistics. From gross 

domestic product to unemployment, 

from inflation to agricultural output, 

from energy consumption to levels of 

education, statistics are a vital aid for 

governing and making decisions and for 

assessing and appraising economic and 

social trends, the state of a nation or of 

an international organisation such as 

the European Union, and the activi­

ties of governments and institutions. 

Statistics are an integral part of a 

democratic society, which by defini­

t ion needs to be transparent. The 

importance of statistics wil l continue 

to g row in the future, especially as 

the coming information society is 

bound t o dictate its own rules. 

It is therefore no surprise that statistics 

are cropping up more and more in the 

information disseminated across the 

whole range of news media: newspa­

pers, magazines, radio and television. 

This provides an opportunity for 

national and international statistical 

offices, which are having to cope with 

growing demand. But it is also a chal­

lenge. The challenge is in measuring the 

past for a better understanding of the 

present, or even the future. The chal­

lenge is in getting a grip on circum­

stances that are changing faster and 

faster in an increasingly complex wor ld. 

The challenge is in constantly maintain­

ing the credibility of statistics through 

the quality of the product, the impartial­

ity of reporting and total independence 

from outside political interference. 

Every government is only too aware of 

the power of statistics. There is always 

an underlying temptation to influence 

how they are presented for the sake of 

short­term political gain. The best way 

of safeguarding statistical independence 

is by making as many people as possible 

aware of statistics. The news media play 

a vital role in this: they are the ideal 

channel for transmitting information and 

have the means of reaching every seg­

ment of the population. Ultimately, it is 

the media that are the safest guarantors 

of the independence of statistical insti­

tutes. The fact is that once the rules for 

the dissemination of statistical informa­

tion are properly laid down ­ either by 

legal and administrative provisions or by 

practice ­ the media will be the first to 

react if any of these rules are infringed. 

In democratic countries the rules 

generally fo l low the same basic pr in­

ciples. They are the main theme of 

this edit ion of Sigma devoted to the 

relations betweens statistics and the 

media. The International Monetary 

Fund, fo r example, gives the fol lowing 

guidance on this topic: 

■ Coverage, periodicity and timeliness: 

Comprehensive economic and financial 

data, disseminated on a timely basis, are 

essential to the transparency of macro­

economic performance and policy. 

■ Access to the public: Dissemination 

of official statistics is an essential fea­

ture of statistics as a public good. 

Ready and equal access are principal 

requirements for the public, including 

market participants. Issuing a release 

calendar represents an important ele­

ment of "best practice" in highlighting 

sound management and transparency 

of statistical compilation. The data 

should be released t o all interested 

parties at the same t ime and under 

the same conditions. 

■ Integrity: To fulfill the purpose of 

providing the public with information, 

official statistics must have the confi­

dence of their users. In turn, confi­

dence in the statistics ultimately be­

comes a matter of confidence in the 

objectivity and professionalism of the 

agency producing the statistics. Trans­

parency of its practices and procedures 

is a key factor in creating this confi­

dence. It is recommended to dissemi­

nate the terms and conditions under 

which official statistics are produced, 

including those relating to the confiden­

tiality of individually identifiable infor­

mation. If governments are informed in 

advance, such practices should be total­

ly transparent. Ministerial commentary, 

if any, should be clearly identified, so 

that its sources will be known by the 

public. Changes in methodology should 

be noted in advance. 

■ Quality. A set of standards that deals 

with the coverage, periodicity and time­

liness of data must also address the 

quality of statistics. Although quality is 

difficult to judge, proxies that can be 

monitored, designed to focus on infor­

mation the user needs to judge quality, 

can be useful. Dissemination includes 

the provision of access to information 

about methodology and sources on 

request and to data supporting statisti­

cal cross­checks and verification of rea­

sonableness. 

It is up to everyone to play the particu­

lar part assigned to him or her, in 

accordance with professional practice. 

Statistics and the news media should 

wo rk together in serving democracy 

and society. 

Fons Theis 

Press Officer, Eurostat 
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JOHN WRIGHT worked in news media relations for the UK Central Statistical 

Office for a total of seven years. From 1989­92 he was the man in charge.Then 

from 1992 to 1995 he was seconded to Eurostat to establish a press service and 

raise the international profile of the organisation. Since leaving Eurostat ­ and the 

UK Civil Service ­ last November he has established himself as an international 

news media consultant. One assignment was to write a book on news media rela­

tions for the statistical offices of countries in Central and Eastern Europe in tran­

sition to a market economy ­ designed essentially as a practical guide or manual 

(see Page IO).This obliged him to focus his thoughts on this key subject, go back 

to fundamentals and put his experience into a simple framework. In this article 

he describes some of the conclusions he reached, and also Eurostat's philosophy 

towards the media... 

tatistics in the news 

/

r
n writing the book Statistics in 

the news, naturally I had to 

decide on a starting point and it 

was this: Releasing official statistics to 

the news media ­ why is it so important 

to get it right? 

The answers to this question pro­

vided the agenda for the publication 

and obliged me to dig to the roots 

of an area in which I have been 

involved for a good part of my 

working life. It is a subject of critical 

importance to the proper function 

of a statistical system in a democra­

cy, but one that is, perhaps, not 

always treated as seriously as it 

deserves ­ not given as much weight 

as other parts of the statistical 

operation. 

My basic conclusions went something 

like this: 

■ Official statistics record matters of 

great significance for both nations 

and individuals. 

■ They are one way in which the 

ordinary citizen can judge the state 

of the nation and how well (or badly) 

his or her Government is running 

things 

■ and they can be a very good 

way ­ because, on the whole, 

they tend to measure things warts 

and all, free of the "spin" that 

inevitably governments try to put 

on information released to the 

public. 

■ Politicians are wary of statistics. 

In totalitarian states "unacceptable" 

statistics are suppressed. In democ­

racies Ministers don't mind when 

statistics put the Government in a 

good light but tend to wriggle when 

they show all is not well. They 

know that fiddling the figures is 

unrealistic but that doesn't stop 

them trying to influence their "pre­

sentation". 

■ The fact that Ministers can be 

uneasy about statistics underlines 

their importance as a public com­

modity. Unfortunately the public can 

often find them boring and difficult 

to understand. 

H The news media, finely tuned to 

the public mood, tend to reflect 

this attitude. (Incidentally, this also 

makes it easier for politicians to 

sweep "difficult" statistics under the 

carpet). 

■ Therefore, the aim of a national 

statistical office should be to show 

the public, through the media, that 

statistics are important by making 

them interesting. And by the nature 

of their release ­ self­evidently free 

of political manipulation ­ to 

enhance their credibility. Statistics 

that are not believed are of no use 

to anyone. 

Public confidence 

is vi tal 

In most mature countries of the 

world there is the firm view that 

public confidence in official statistics 

is a vital ingredient of democracy and 

must be maintained by a clear sepa­

ration from the political process. 

There is an acute awareness of the 

sensitivities involved ­ of where the 

line should be drawn. Nowhere is 

this more obvious than in 

Scandanavia... 

For example, Jan Car l ing , 

D i rec to r ­Genera l of Stat ist ics 

Sweden, told me: "We don't give 

figures in advance ­ not even to the 

responsible Minister or even to the 

Prime Minister. He sees them at 
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jan Carling - "We don't give figures in advance 

the same time as everyone else." 
And,he added,if the Government 
tried to change the rules this would 
"create a debate that would make it 
impossible". 

This firm line was echoed when I 
discussed the matter with T imo 
Relander, Director-General of 
Statistics Finland. He told me that 
his Government has no power to 
stop them issuing any particular sta­
tistics. "We have defined some five 
statistical series - including unem­
ployment and inflation - that are 
very sensitive,which could affect the 
stockmarkets etc. Everyone - from 
news media to the Prime Minister -

Former EC Vice-President 
Henning Christophersen - issued 
strict guidelines for Eurostat news 
releases 

gets them at the same time: seven 
o'clock in the morning. This system 
works. Four years ago our Minister 
was able to see them beforehand. 
But Finland is a small country and the 
influence of statistics has increased 
with the freeing of the market and 
other economic changes.We need 
that sort of regulation now. 

"Independence from the political 
process is one of the basic principles 
in this kind of work in all Western 
countries." One might add: in all coun­
tries that claim to be democratic. 

The European 
Commission's view 

This principle of a clear split 
between official statistics and the 
political process is accepted unequiv­
ocally by the European Commission. 
In autumn 1993 strict guidelines 
were proposed for the issue of 
Eurostat news releases by 
Commission Vice-President 
Henning Christophersen whose 
brief embraced Eurostat.They were 
promptly endorsed by President 
Jacques Delors as "essential". Mr 
Christophersen,a Dane,cannot have 
been unmindful of the sturdy inde­
pendence of Statistics DenmarkThe 
guidelines included the following 
observations: 

Clearlythere will be occasions on which 
the timing and content of particular 
news releases will be sensitive for politi­
cal reasons. If this occurs officials or 
Cabinets may attempt to either alter 
the content of a news release or 
change the time of issue.Indeed.this 
has happened on one or two occasions. 

In Member States and other major 
countries such as the United States, 
Canada and Australia there are stria 
rules separating the issue of official sta­
tistics from the political process.lt is 
argued that the credibility of official sta­
tistics depends on their independence 
and the inability of government officials 
or politicians to interfere in any way 
with their release. 

The same arguments apply to the regu­
lar news releases issued by Eurostat; 
even more so, because Eurostat cannot 
afford to fall short of the best practice 
of Member States - indeed, it should set 
a lead. If journalists become aware of 
any attempt to change the content or 
timing of Eurostat news releases 
because of political sensitivity - and jour­
nalists do easily become aware of these 
things - then they will draw their own 
conclusions:that Eurostat statistics are 
not independent and not to be trusted. 
This could be immediately damaging, 
not only to Eurostat but to the 
Commission as a whole. 

Timo Relander - "Everyone gets 
our data at the same time" 
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Press remains 
suspicious 

One of the people i turned to for a 
journalistic perspective on this sub­
ject was Rober t Cho te , 
Economics Edi tor of the 
Financial T imes, a newspaper pro­
duced in London but with half its 
sales outside the United Kingdom, 
and a major user of statistics. 

Mr Chote described the release 
of UK unemployment statistics by 
the employment Ministry before 
responsibility for the figures was 
transferred to the Central 
Statistical Office (now the Office 
for National Statistics) in 1995. 
The same press officers who 
handed out the statistical news 
releases to journalists every 
month "also handed out a piece 
of paper quoting the Minister 
saying how wonderful the figures 
were". 

That, Mr Chote observed, might 
or might not have been t rue. 
"The press are pretty confident 
that they can't necessarily t rust 
the politicians,and such an 
arrangement does make them 
slightly suspicious about whether 
they can trust the numbers. So 
the extent to which it is possible 
to separate political comment on 
official statistics f rom their deliv­
ery is enormously helpful to the 
credibility of the statistical 
agency as truthful , accurate and 
objective. 

"If you can tell the news media 
that you are only going to inform 
Government Ministers about a 
particular set of numbers 24 or 
48 hours before the rest of the 
wor ld then that is one way to 
establish a reputation as a statis­
tical agency prepared to tell the 
news whether good or bad, leav­
ing the Government to comment 
in whatever way it likes." 

Handing out a news release in the "lock-up" room of the Office for 
National Statistics in London. But on this occasion the recipients are 
not journalists but members of a Training of European Statisticians 
course on news media relations from Central and Eastern European 
countries, learning about "best practice" 

To which I would add: even bet ­
t e r i f you can avo id t e l l i n g 
M i n i s t e r s a t al l be fo re t h e 
d a t a are re leased t o t h e 
news m e d i a . T h e bes t m o d e l , 
in m y v iew , is a " leve l p lay ing 
f i e l d " : e v e r y o n e , b e he o r she 
j o u r n a l i s t o r G o v e r n m e n t 
M i n i s t e r , r e c e i v i n g t h e da ta 
a t t h e s a m e t i m e . 

A difficult path 
to tread 

Separation of statistics from the 
hurly-burly of everyday politics is 
often a difficult path to tread.As 
Head of Information at the UK 
CSO ( 1989-92) I remember several 
disagreements with the Prime 
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Minister's press office who found it 
difficult to accept that official statis­
tics were not just another asset to be 
deployed in the cause of presenting 
Mrs Thatcher's Government in a pos­
itive lightAnd former Heads of the 
UK CSO have been prepared to 
resign if Ministerial pressure in certain 
"politically sensitive" areas of official 
statistics were not lifted.lt never 
came to that, but that such difficulties 
arise in one of the world's oldest 
democracies is a warning to statisti­
cians everywhere. 

Those in the new democracies are 
keenly aware of such potential 
flashpoints. In Moscow I was 
immensely heartened by the robust 
view of Yur i A Yurkov, President 
o f t he Russian Federat ion 's 
State C o m m i t t e e on Stat is t ics 
(Goskomstat): 

"The problem", he told me, "is that 
there is always someone who doesn't 
like the results (of statistics) - govern­
ment or trade unions or managers or 
people. But a statistical office must 
always tell the truth. It must resist 
the political pressure - from which 
side it comes it does not matter. I 
know this is the problem in all coun­
tries of the world. But as far as I 
know the statistical community is 
defending itself with all its will.I don't 
exclude the possibility that on the eve 
of elections in Russia they (politicians) 
will exercise pressure and display 
their concern. I know many statisti­
cians in many countries and this is the 
problem for many of them." 

The priority must be to have a sys­
tem that is clearly understood and 
difficult for politicians to manipulate 
for short-term gain.The difficulty is 
that despite widespread understand­
ing and acceptance of the necessity 
for independent statistics that com­
mand public confidence, many politi­
cians, even the most sophisticated 
ones,still feel they can call the tune. 
As most national statistical offices 
depend on government funding and 
are staffed by civil servants,such 

Yuri A Yurkov - "There's always someone who doesn't like the statistics" 

pressures can be hard to resist. 
Clearly,the ideal solution is to have 
legislation on statistical indepen­
dence in such matters. For example, 
Section 13 of Ireland's 1993 Statistics 
Act stipulates: 

The Director-General shall have the sole 
responsibility for and be independent in 
the exercise of the functions of deciding -

a) the statistical methodology and profes­
sional statistical standards used by the 
(Central Statistics) Office; 
b) the content of statistical releases 
and publications issued by the Office; 
and 
c) the timing and methods of dissemina­
tion of statistics compiled by the Office. 

Whether or not a country has a 
Statistics Act, it is obviously desir­
able to have a Head of the Office 
with access to the highest echelons 
of government and who is pre­
pared to fight to the point of very 

public resignation if he or she feels 
public confidence in statistics is 
under threatThe Irish Act,for 
example, states: 

The Director-General shall have the 
right to consult the Taoiseach (the 
Prime Minister) concerning any mat­
ters affecting the Office or relating to 
official statistics or the administration 
of this (Statistics) Act. 

Similarly,the Director of the Office 
for National Statistics in the UK, 
although he does not have the ben­
efit of a Statistics Act, does have 
clearly-defined rules which include 
direct access to the Prime Minister 
if he feels public confidence in sta­
tistics is under threat. 

In Prague, Edvard O u t r a t a , 
President o f t he Czech 
Stat is t ica l Off ice, described for 
me their new Statistics Act: 

6 Sigma Autumn/Winter 1996 
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"It states that I am independent in all 

decisions affecting methodology.all 

aspects of data collection and date 

and time of publication. For example, 

we are starting a tradition of 

announcing exact publication dates 

a long time ahead. Inflation is pub­

lished on the tenth working day of 

each month and everybody knows 

that. 

"There will also be a Statistics 

Council that I shall choose from 

people respected in society and 

the media. For me that will be 

protection ­ I can say they 

approved my actions. Otherwise I 

could be quite isolated by the 

Government, or even the opposite 

­ lumped with the Cabinet." 

Mr Outrata is the highest­placed 

civil servant proper in the Czech 

Republic.As he says: "The position 

of the CSO is extremely elevat­

ed." He attends Cabinet meet­

ings. If, he told me, the 

Government wants to fire him 

this has to be approved by the 

Cabinet under the eyes of the 

press.All this gives him a great 

deal of independence. 

Key elements 

Let us now sum up the key ele­

ments in a national statistical 

office's relationship with the news 

media ­ the ideal model, if you 

like. By definition, of course, 

these considerations also establish 

the official statistician's general 

position in the national fabric. (It 

goes wi thout saying, of course, 

that the statistics themselves must 

Edvard Outrata ­ "If Government wants to fire me it will be under 

the eyes of the press" 

be of the highest possible quality: 

timely, relevant,accurate and com­

piled according to methodology that 

is fully transparent and beyond 

reproach): 

HI An acceptance of the vital neces­

sity of a clear separation between 

the release of official statistics and 

the political process. 

■ Clear and published rules for the 

release of data to the news media ­

perhaps even enshrined in legislation 

eg a Statistics Act. 

■ A Director of the Office who is 

recognised as independent, who has 

direct access if necessary to the 

Head of Government,and who is 

prepared to resign if he feels statisti­

cal integrity is irreconcilably compro­

mised. 

■ A culture in which there would 

be a public outcry if the integrity of 

the statistical office were under 

political threat. 

■ Influential support for estab­

lished release procedures and the 

independence of the Director and 

the Office ­ perhaps a statistical 

advisory committee; members 

might include employers,trade 

unionists, economists, academics 

and (a good idea this!) perhaps 

even a journalist. 

■ Publishing release dates of key 

statistics as far ahead as possible. 

■ Distancing the Office from any 

political comment or reaction to 

the data being released. 

B A high standard of profession­

alism in news media relations. 

Allied to this an acute apprecia­

tion that the best way of protect­

ing the integrity of official statis­

tics is to create for them a high 

degree of public awareness and 

interest, and that this can be done 

best through the news media. 
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Eurostat & the news media 

A journalistic approach 

How does Eurostat deal with the news 

media? What has been achieved in 

recent years? What is the underlying phi­

losophy of this relationship? 

The Eurostat approach to news media 

relations is essentially a journalistic one 

and can be summed up as 

■ giving the right product to the right 

people in the right way at the right 

time, and 

■ monitoring the results. 

The right product 

Eurostat believes it is counter­productive 

to issue huge amounts of data to the news 

media. There are lots of statistics that 

will make a "stoiy" for the press but 

inevitably many will simply disappear 

down a black hole. The media cannot use 

it all. At some stage there has to be a 

process of selection. You may not even 

like what they select and how they pre­

sent it. 

Why not make the selection ourselves by 

applying journalistic judgement about 

what constitutes a story and offering the 

result to the media in a way they immedi­

ately recognise as user­friendly? At 

Eurostat our font­line method of press 

communication is putting a good old­

fashioned piece of paper ­ a news release 

­ in front of them. 

There will, of course, be data that must 

be issued regularly: in Eurostat's case, 

major macro­economic indicators such 

as inflation, unemployment, GDP and 

industrial production. But there is no 

excuse for not presenting these journalis­

tically. The less the press have to change 

what you issue, the less the risk of their 

making a mistake and publishing some­

thing that might cause you problems. 

The knack, we believe, is manying your 

needs to theirs. 

Among the wealth of less crucial mate­

rial, rather than disseminate it in a 

"scatter­gun" way, we seek out that we 

know will make a "story". Our general 

rule is that if it is about people or 

activities that most of us as citizens are 

concerned about or have an interest 

in, then here are the makings of some­

thing that will attract press attention. 

We ask ourselves the question: How 

does this affect the lives or interests of 

ordinai j people? 

Topics can range from the changing role 

of women in society through to the chal­

lenge of being elderly or data on health 

[4^| news release 
EN 

No 43196 

12 July 1996 

Jobless rate unchanged 

EU UNEMPLOYMENT: 10.8% IN MAY 
18.1 million people out of work 

EU16 iaeionaay­ed|ua»i imployment Hood at 10.1% in May. the > » M m · levned 
figura Iff Afri, Euroetat ­ in· Sututical Offlci of U M European Communrüei ­ reports today. 
In May t i « year ine 'ite M I 10 7% 

From Uw Hirt of tht y o * un*«np(oyrnont M elghUy m Speln ((rom 23 e\ m January lo 22.1 % 
May), ai Belgium (10 IS lo Β BK) and η Damnait (β 5% Ιο β.1%) 

Luxembourg continued «nth lhe Elfe bweet «te, 3 \%. toftjwed by Auanie'e 4.1%. HghMl 

In companion «ili lhe EU. the US rata ti runrang et 5 6% win 15% η Japan 

EuTcitii eehmate* Inai IR ι maton people were unemployed in ih· EU in May. The, m a 

M(tonaNy­adfu*ted ligure in kne mm ILO ertene 

The right product: Eurostat news 

release on unemployment 

problems ­ eg AIDS. If we care to think 

about it, we all know the subjects that 

interest one another ­ and these are the 

topics that will also interest the news 

media. 

The right way/ 
the right people 

When selected, the data must be present­

ed in a way that immediately leads the 

journalist to think that here is something 

that will appeal to his or her readersllis­

tenerslviewers. 

We are lucky in Eurostat. We can issue 

our news releases to the 500­600 jour­

nalists accredited to the EC when they 

gather for their daily noon press briefing 

in EC Headquarters in Brussels. They 

represent virtually all the main news 

media outlets in the world. 

Clearly, our "product" has to stand out 

from the rest of the EC releases. This is 

not just a question of making it eye­

catching: we have carefully established a 

reputation for giving good "stories" in 

our releases, so that when journalists see 

our distinctive blue and yellow paper 

they know it bears something worthy of 

their time and attention. 

Another key thing is to make sure our 

releases go to agencies that cover large 

sections of the media. Get your stoiy 

issued by Reuters and it goes all over the 

world; get it on their advance news 

schedule and the whole world knows it is 

coming. 

Being associated with the Commission 

gives us other advantages, too. We 

can send the release in advance to 

Commission Representations in the 15 

Member States, the United States and 

Japan and have the added value of 

their efforts in publicising them to 

their national media. We also send in 

advance to the national statistical 

offices of Member States and many of 

them target particular national media 
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groups. In some Central and Eastern 
European countries some national 
statistical offices perform the same 
service for us. Our release go out on 
the Internet, via Europa, the EC ser­
vice-provider. And we can use the 
facility of Europe-by-satellite, by 
which journalists gathered in the dif­
ferent Representations can be briefed 
directly by satellite television from the 
Commission in Brussels. 

The right t ime 

Clearly, you need to release statistics at 
a time convenient to the media rather 
than yourselves. Noon is our time: given 
the way the media operate, much later is 
not advisable. Our time is also tied to the 
Commission briefing. 

The general rule is data are released as 
soon as possible after they become avail­
able. There can be pressures to hold 
back a release became the timing is 
"sensitive". Such pressures need to be 
resisted and the essential criterion fol­
lowed. 

Sometimes we prepare a release for a 
specific event: for example, statistical 
dossiers for journalists at EC confer­
ences on the Mediterranean and Asia. 
This has been a recent and successful 
development. 

Monitoring the 
results 

The reasons for this are fairly obvious. It 
gives the Office - the statisticians who 
produce the figures - quick, positive 
feedback and helps us judge the effec­
tiveness of our efforts: how our "prod­
uct" is "selling". 

At Eurostat we monitor the European 
press very carefully. In 1995 we mon­
itored a total of 26,804 column cen­
timetres in the press. The value we put 
on this was 9 million ECU. The for­
mula used to arrive at such a value is 
quite simple. We multiply the number 
of column centimetres by the average 
cost of display advertising in the 
European national press. We multiply 
this figure by two to allow for estimat-
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ed coverage not picked up and then by 
two again to allow for the added 
value of editorial coverage as 
opposed to paid advertising. 

We now believe that our news release 
programme, which began at the begin­
ning of 1992, achieves significantly more 
media coverage for Eurostat than that 
achieved by OECD. 

And finally... 
For the approach we have described 
here - the journalistic approach - to be 
successful there are certain steps which 
a statistical office must take: 

We believe it is important to have some­
one in charge of the press operation with 
the necessary journalistic/press relations 
skills and experience to make it work -
someone who knows what makes news. 

Those who run the office must have the 
courage and imagination to adopt a 
course that may not please some ele­
ments of the organisation who might 
think their work is being trivialised. It 
may also displease the political "mas­
ters" who are fi-equently ill at ease with 
the stories that statistics tell. Pressures 
to bend to the political will must be 
resisted if media and public confidence 
are to be maintained. 

The objective should also remain 
firmly in view: it is to enhance the 
credibility of official statistics and the 
reputation of those who produce and 
issue them by bringing them to the 
attention of as many people as possi­
ble. This will only happen if you make 
them interesting. And what, might one 
ask, is the use of statistics that are not 
interesting? 

The essential argument about credible 
official statistics being one of the cor­
nerstones of democracy should con­
stantly be borne in mind and deployed 
frequently - even to the point of bore­
dom; because it is absolutely funda­
mental. 

If one thinks this way about news 
media relations the process could 
lead to examining other aspects of 
one's statistical operation. Close and 
productive contact with the media is 
an excellent way of keeping a statis­
tical office in touch with the mood 
and tastes of the public, which, as the 
news media are the first to appreci­
ate, are constantly shifting and 
changing. In other words, it might 
help one's statistics to be more rele­
vant to people's needs. 

And, after all, isn't that why we produce 
statistics? 
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News media relations for NSIs in transition. 

A guide to best practice 
Eurostat is publishing a guide to news 
media relations for national statistical 
offices in transition to a market econ­
omy. It is written by John W r i g h t , 
former* press chief of the U K 
Centra l Statistical Office,who 
established the system of news media 
relations now employed with consid­
erable success by EurostatXhe 80-
page book, Statistics in the news, was 
due to be available this autumn. 

In a foreword.Yves Franchet, 
Director-General of Eurostat,gives 
this message to NSIs in transition 
countries: 

It is self-evident that the relationship 
between a national statistical office and 
the news media is a pivotal one.lt is one 
to be developed carefully and protected 
jealously by statisticians everywhere. 

This relationship is what this book is all 
aboutit is written especially for countries 
that are still in the process of developing 
their statistical systems.lt brings together 
a wealth of experience in this field in an 
attempt to suggest a model of best prac-
tice.There are many ways of dealing with 
the media and particular national cir­

cumstances can influence these.So it is 
difficult to be prescriptive about the best 
way. But there are certain basic rules and 
these are discussed... 

I hope that this publication will be of 
some assistance to those national statisti­
cal offices in transition who I know 
realise the importance of establishing a 
successful relationship with the press. I 
wish them well on the road ahead - and 
look forward to reading about their sta­
tistics in my newspaper! 

Statistics must be 
credible 

Chapter I of the book discusses the 
importance of good news media rela­
tions for NSIs. It stresses the vital 
necessity of the separation of official 
statistics from the political process 
and the key role of the media in pro­
tecting the independence and integri­
ty of NSIs.The point is emphasised by 
quoting several Heads of NSIs, includ­
ing some from countries in transition. 
And the Chapter has this to say: 

"The aim of a national statistical office 
should be to show the public, 

THE AUTHOR 

John Wright was Head of News 
Media Relations for the United 
Kingdom Central Statistical Office 
from 1989 to 1992. He was then sec­
onded to Eurostat in Luxembourg to 
establish and develop a press ser­
vice. He left at the end of 1995 and is 
now a consultant in news media 
relations, based in Oxford. 

He began his career as a journalist 
and then for 28 years was a news 
media specialist in the UK 
Government Information Service, ris­
ing to a senior level. He was Deputy 
Chief of Public Relations of the 

through the media,that statistics are 
important by making them interest­
ing. And by the nature of their 
release - self-evidently free of political 
manipulation - to enhance their credi­
bility. Statistics that are not believed 
are of no use to anyone." 

Chapter 2 covers the establishment 
of an effective news media service 
including the following aspects: 

• What to issue to the news media 
• How to issue it 
• "Know your media" 
•The international dimension 
• Logistics - the "nuts & bolts" 
• Measuring success. 

This is followed by the perspective of 
a journalist, Robert Chote, Economics 
Editor of the Financial Times in 
London. He stresses that the relation­
ship between the news media and the 
NSI should not be "us and them" but 
cooperation for mutual benefit He 
explains what makes news in a statis­
tical context, how an NSI can make a 
journalist's job easier.and how to 
counter the natural suspicions of the 
media about official data. 

Ministry of Defence in the mid-80s 
and subsequently Head ofinformation 
of the Cabinet Office. He served an 
earlier spell in the CSO (1974-78) as 
Chief Press Officer. 

He has a particular interest in help­
ing statistical offices in transition 
countries to develop effective news 
media relations, and in February 
1996 directed a Training for 
European Statisticians course on 
this subject for representatives of 12 
Central and Eastern European 
countries, followed by a seminar on 
this same topic and for the same 
range of countries in Brussels in July 
(see article on Page 32). 
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Down­to­earth 

advice 

C h a p t e r 3 covers in a down­to­

earth and practical way the art 

of wri t ing statistical news releas­

es. Contents include: 

The key role of news releases 

Selecting the subject 

Structure of releases 

Headlines and introductions 

Body text and other tips 

Analysis of a Eurostat release 

An alternative from the UK 

More examples of news releas­

es: lessons to be learned. 

C h a p t e r 4 concerns press brief­

ings, news conferences etc:when 

and how to hold them;organising 

one;question­and­answer briefs; 

use of embargoes; requirements 

of television and radio and of 

press photographers; and creat­

ing a "media event". 

C h a p t e r 5 gives, as case studies, 

the views of news media rela­

tions from three official statisti­

cal offices: the United Kingdom ­

setting up a new press office; 

Eurostat ­ starting from scratch; 

and Canada ­ their recent major 

reform aimed at "seducing" the 

news media. 

Appendices include a table of 

statistical news release practices 

in the European Union ­ a "snap­

shot" survey by Eurostat on 

preparation, publication and 

political control . 

Statistics in the news is free of 

charge. Details of availability 

f rom: 

E u r o s t a t U n i t C5 

B â t i m e n t Jean M o n n e t 

L u x e m b o u r g L­2920 

Tel : (352) 4301 32806 

Fax (352) 4301 32139 

VITAL ROLE OF NEWS MEDIA 

In his foreword to Statistics in the news, 

Mr Franchet says: 

Two significant trends of recent history have been the burgeon­

ing of democracy ­ especially and most gratify ingly in the coun­

tries of the former Soviet bloc ­ and of the "information soci­

ety". In a sense these are trends that go hand in hand: infor­

mation ­ people's desire to know the truth about their country 

and beyond ­fuels the democratic process; democracy is in sig­

nificant part based on the flow of information and access to it. 

Statistics play a key role in all this. They demonstrate the health 

of a country in so many respects, both economic and social. 

They show the population how well or badly their Government 

is managing the essentials. They highlight welcome develop­

ments, disturbing trends ­ nationally as well as in organisations 

such as the European Union. 

Many people think statistics are as dry as dust. Ι n fact, they are 

part of the lifeblood of society ­ and a cornerstone of democra­

cy. And they are destined to become more and more important 

as we enter the 21st century, as the information society 

achieves even greater significance. 

Governments know the power of statistics. Even in the most 

advanced democracies the temptation for them to try to influ­

ence the public presentation of key data for some perceived 

short­term gain can be overwhelming. This makes the indepen­

dence of official statistics from the political process vital for the 

well­being of democracy. 

The best way to safeguard statistical independence is to bring 

knowledge and appreciation of statistics to the attention of as 

many people as possible. This is where the news media play a 

vital role: only they have the power and influence ­ and today 

this power is immense and increasing ­ to reach out to the pub­

lic at large. And this is why statistical offices must learn to use 

the media to reach the millions of people who depend on news­

papers, television and radio as their main ­ and often only ­

source of information about the world around them. 

The news media also play a major role in protecting statistical 

offices from political interference. Once release procedures are 

established and promulgated ­ perhaps by law or simply by 

acknowledged precedent ­ then the media can assume a role as 

protector of the public interest in seeing there is no political 

manipulation. 
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All national statistical offices place great importance on their relationship with the 
news media. Here we look at how that relationship is conducted in four Member 
States. First, Germany... 

tatistical news releases 
in Germany - a duty, 
not an option 
by Barbara Jakob 

ƒ" t is 8.10 am Liesel 
Heitzenröder has already fin­
ished much of her work by the 

time her colleagues in the press 
office of Statistisches Bundesamt 
(Federal Statistical Office) in 
Wiesbaden arrive at their desks. 
Statistisches Bundesamt always 
issues its press releases at 8 am. 

News agencies in particular insisted 
that press releases be made available 
at a fixed time on a given date - and 
simultaneouslyAdvance notice is 
generally given - so everyone knows 
what is coming out and when. 

The ten-strong team under Angela 
Schaff,head of the press office since 
June 1993,issues some 400 press 
releases a year. It also prepares press 
conferences to announce GDP fig­
ures and presents the Statistical 
Yearbook and other publications, and 
organises briefings at which journal­
ists are given details of latest statisti­
cal developments. Finally,they must 
answer and forward queries by jour­
nalists, which total around 16,000 a 
year, by phone and in writing. 

In an election year, leave may 
even be stopped and consider­
able overtime worked.This is 
because the President of the 

Statistisches Bundesamt is also 
chief electoral officer for the 
Federal elections, and as such 
responsible for conducting elec­
tions and presenting official 
results.At such times, the press 
office is strained to the limit. 

New priorities 
Things used to be different, remem­
bers Mrs Heitzenröder.the press 
office's longest-serving member. Egon 
Holder, President of the Statistisches 
Bundesamt from 1983 to 1992, was 
one of the first people to recognise 
the importance of publicity and pro­
mote the FSO's routine media work. 
At a time when data protection was 
back on the agenda and once again 
the subject of heated debate,as in 
the '70s, he thought it imperative to 
move more into the public eye and 
make statistics more popular. He 
increased the number of press office 
staff,stressed its importance by mak­
ing it report directly to him, made 
personal appearances in public and 
maintained close links with well-
known journalists. Statistisches 
Bundesamt is still reaping the bene­
fits of Holder's work. 

The daily press releases issued by 
the Statistisches Bundesamt are 
highly valued by journalists. 

Every morning this over-sized aba­
cus reminds statisticians of the 
German Statistisches Bundesamt 
of their task 

Dawning realisation 
The importance of the FSO's 
working relationship with the 
media is illustrated by press cover­
age of industrial statistics in the 
summer of l995.The changeover 
to the EU-wide standard classifica­
tions of goods and branches of 
economic activity (PRODCOM, 
NACE) led to delays in the publi­
cation of short-term economic 
data.Although journalists had been 
told the reasons, the lack of short-
term economic data eventually led 
to an outcry in the press.Articles 
were published about "government 

12 Sigma Autumn/Winter 1996 














































































	Table of contents
	SIGMA COMMENT
	Statistics and news media - Opportunities and challenges

	STATISTICS IN THE NEWS
	Statistics in the news
	A guide to best practice

	The NSIs' view
	Statistical news releases in Germany - a duty, not an option
	Statistics, the media and the Dutch
	Statistics and the press, Swedish-style
	UK:The atomic clock and sunburnt pigs

	The media's view
	Eight golden rules
	It's not us and them
	Hard-hitting words or a jumble of figures
	Figures without explanations annoy the press
	Statisticians need courage of weir convictions
	Statistics on TV - is there any point?
	Coping with a dry flood
	On course for good press relations!

	FOCUS ON MEMBER STATES
	50 years of lNSEE
	DGINS conference - Registering experiences

	FOCUS ON EUROSTAT
	Innovation on innovation
	MEDSTAT - A new community of statisticians emerges


