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1. Roleof a National Statistical Office

A fundamentd role of a Nationa Statistical Office (NSO) is to provide rdlevant datistical
information on the economic and socid conditions of a country and its citizens. This activity isimportant to
an open, democratic society, whether for developing government policy, making business decisons, or
helping individud citizens make their dally economic choices. The NSO's rason d'ére lies in the
production of high-qudity and timely Satigticd information. Its effectiveness depends on its credibility,
relevance of its information, the accuracy and accessbility of its products and services, the attainment of
high professond standards, and the control of the burden on citizens as respondents to the NSO's
urveys.

An NSO publishes and disseminates datistical information in awide variety of forms and channds
The news media (print, radio, TV) play acrucid role in informing citizens about the latest release of officid
datisics. Mogt citizens get their Satistica information from the media. The extent to which the NSO can
gain access to the news media and communicate effectively through them has an enormous impact on how
well it can inform the generd population. Thus, it isin the NSO's interest to make every effort to ensure
that the media report accurately and timely on its news releases. Reports in the media have two
complementary objectives.

- to inform the generd public about the population, society, economy and culture of the nation.

This information will guide them in doing their jobs, rasing thar families, making purchases and
in making amultitude of other decisons;

to demondtrate the relevance of the NSO to government and the generd public, so the NSO
can anticipate greater public support for the importance of its programs, as well as improved
respondent relations and greater visihbility of its products and services.

To obtain media coverage, NSOs must develop a working relationship with journdists who are
very much the “gatekeepers’ of access and meaning between datistica agencies and the generd public.
Competition for ther attention isfierce.

Most journalists recognize the NSO as a mgor news source. Still, the extent of the coverage they
provide depends largely on the news vaue of the individua release, and the extent to which the journdist’s
story on the release attracts the attention of his editors who make the final decision on what gets published.
The clearer the communication to journdidts, the more likely they will provide pogtive, accurae and
informative coverage, not only of the data but the appropriate interpretation. So, the NSO's chdlengeis:

to prepare press releases which are understandable to journdists and thus understandable to
the generd public asthe ultimate audience, and;

to create an ongoing working relationship with journdigts to ensure that they remain interested
in reporting on such releases.

Two types of journdists may cover an NSO. There are ‘beat’ reporters who have expertise in
fields such as business and economics, and are probably dtatisticdly literate. However, the vast mgority of



reporters are general news journdigts. These individuals do not regularly cover an NSO's releases and
may not have expertise in any particular field such as economics. Consequently, they are probably not
datidticdly literate.

There are many definitions of “datidticd literacy” depending on the context. In the context of
informing the public through the media, satidticd literacy implies the ability to understand the implications of
the released Satidticd information. For example, the figure of 7.3% as the latest unemployment rate has
little statistical information value by itsdf in apressrelease. What's dso needed is an explanation about the
trend, whether the rate rose or fdl during the past month or year, dong with developments in specific
populations such as youth, or part-time workers compared with full-time workers, or whether the rate
moved because people dropped out of the labour force. In journdigtic terms, the number aone is not the
gory; the implications for the population and their employment Situation make the story. The chdlenge is
to ensure journdidts get the story “draight”, and report the andyss in a daidticaly correct way.
Consequently, it is beneficid that journdists have a certain degree of datitical literacy without being
required to have adegree in Satistics.

Therole of agatigica agency is not to create Satisticians out of journdigs. It isto help journdists
in whatever way possible to do their job. Journaists today face tremendous time congtraints. They do not
have the time to andyze raw data independently. Reduced editorid budgets have made “beet” journdists
who can build up specidized knowledge, a declining phenomenon. Information should be communicated
clearly, in smple language, if the NSO wants it echoed accurately to the genera population.

2. Journalistssaspartners

Statistics Canada has developed a strong, positive relationship with journaists. We see it as our
task to make it as easy as possible for journdists to access the Agency’ sinformation. As aresult, we have
developed a strong media relations program.

Setidtics Canada “entices’ journdists into covering its data by issuing news releases that not only
convey data, but attempt to bring out their true sgnificance through analys's, context and information on
trends. These news releases are communicated in the language of journdigts, and are written in journdigtic
dyle. The news media and their journdigts are explicitly defined as the target audience for The Daily.

The Dalily is Statistics Canadds officid release bulletin, the Agency's fird line of communication
with the media and the public. The Daily issues news releases on the current socid and economic
conditions and announces al new products. It provides a comprehensive one-stop overview of al new
information available from Statigics Canada.  The Daily is released a 8:30 am. Eastern time each
working day, except for the Labour Force Survey and Consumer Price Index, which are released at 7
am. Eastern. The Daily has been published since 1932, and posted on the World Wide Web since June
1995 (www.statcan.ca). The releases are targeted not a journaists who are specidigtsin a particular field,
but a generd news journdists who lack in-depth training to fully andyze raw information. The god isto
obtain positive, accurate and informative media coverage.

Some journaigts will take extra care in making sure the figures they are usng correspond to the
topic of their story, and that the concepts and methodology used to produce the data fit their intended use.
But the vast mgjority of, at least, Canadian reporters are not tatistical or economic experts. Moreover,
journaists usualy do not have much time to research and write their stories. Thus, it is important to ensure
the materid destined for their use is written as dearly and concisdly as possble, and is readily
understandable.

One must keep in mind that what the media and the public find interesting are not the data
themsalves, but rather their gpplication to the lives of average citizens. Topica releases on subjects such as
government revenues on gambling or on the hedth of baby boomers resonate with the media because
many people can readily relate to them. Electronic media such as radio and television are keen to cover




releases with a strong human-interest angle. At Statistics Canada, specia steps are taken to dert televison
and radio stations of such releases.

In addition to The Daily, Statistics Canada provides a number of other services for journdigts.
media lockups, media hot-line; media liaison program; list of upcoming releases. Stetistics Canada has aso
created a ligt of spokespersons who are designated to speak on various subjects, and are directly
accessible by journaists. The result has been a more positive, even enthusiastic, reception from journdists
who can contact anadysts directly. Another important aid to journdigts, as well as dl Agency clients, is the
annua schedule of release dates for selected economic indicators, which is set 12 months in advance. It
dlows journdigts and other clients to plan their workload and to obtain advance notice of upcoming
releases.

It is not aways possble, however, to write a datistica release without using precise terms and
concepts that many may consder to be jargon. Furthermore, being concise when writing releases
sometimes means omitting some important contextua information, which could lead to misinterpretation of
the intended message. Evaluating how much contextua information to include in arelease is a chalenge that
requires judgement, knowledge of the subject matter and understanding of media needs. One issue with
respect to subject-matter experts deding with journdidts is avoiding the inclination to provide too much
information, which could blur the mogt sgnificant points. This can be a problem when detigtica experts
ded with journdists who in most cases are generdists. At Statigtics Canada, it is mandatory that all
subject matter spokespersons receive media training.  As part of it, they are encouraged to prepare
interview plans, which focus on three or four main messages for media consumption. Not only does this
decrease the likdihood of providing too much information, it aso helps ensure that spokespersons provide
consstent messages from one interview to the next. Another method used by Statistics Canada to bridge
the “gap” between ddidician and journdist has been the hiring of media relations officers who have
worked in the industry. They are familiar with the needs of journdists, and spesk their language.

Part of being client-oriented is to evaluate the degree to which the needs of a particular client group
aremet. Inthe case of journaists and the media, the measure of success has two aspects:

the extent to which the media use the information in the Agency’ s news releases, and;
the extent to which the articles interpret the information in the news releases accurately.

In the case of the former, Statistics Canada maintains an extensive dectronic media clipping service
that ligs dl news items on any given day that contain or cite information from Statistics Canada.  This
sarvice dlows the agency to determine how extensvely the media has picked up the information from a
particular releasein The Daily.

In cases in which journdists misinterpret data, or just plain get it wrong, it is Statigtics Canada's
policy to request a correction. Under the Agency’s response to media program, Statistics Canada has
severd mechanisms at its disposd to redress errors. A smple phone cal to the journdist will often clarify
ardatively sraightforward stuation. Where some explanation is required, subject-matter andysts prepare
aformd letter to the editor with the assstance of writers in the Agency’s Communications Divison. The
Agency attempts to fax these letters to the media within two working days of the offending aticle. A
thumbnail andysis last year showed that about 50% of such letters were published, with an average waiting
time of nine days. Obvioudy, this mechanism works best with print media; recourse is much more limited
with dectronic media

3. Futureissues

The Internet has become an important tool not only for making access essier to the Satistica
information published by the NSO, but aso to foster statistical literacy in the genera population.

Since 1995, The Daily has been nearly exclusively distributed via the Internet. Mogt journdists
now access The Daily dectronicdly, dthough print copies are Hill didtributed daily to the Parliamentary
Press Gdlery. However, The Daily is aso accessed by many other clients who wish to get their



information directly from Statigtics Canada. It is a 9gn of the times that the Web sites of some media
outlets have added a direct link from an on-line news story to the release in The Daily. Thus, the future
may see expanson of The Daily from its origind purpose as an information vehicle for journdids to an
information tool for the generd population.

As more journdigs use the eectronic verson of The Daily, Statistics Canada is progressvely
taking advantage of the many possihilities the Internet has to offer. Our Web Site has started to provide a
comprenensve st of meta information about al surveys and ther information products. This meta
informetion is linked to individud reeasesin The Daily. The system offers journaists and others, by way
of hyperlinks, access to background information about the specific survey program, its concepts and
methodology, deta qudity, and so on. While it is unlikey that every journdist will read the meta
information, a leadt it is available easly to those who have an interest. As wdll, it provides a common
point of reference when answering inquiries from journdists about detalls of a release and the underlying
methodology.

In the congtant struggle in the media to increase productivity, pressure on journdists is mounting to
deliver more, fagter. This condtitutes a problem and an opportunity. The problem is that journaists will
have even less time to absorb the Statistical interpretation of the press releases and get the “story” right.
The opportunity is to adopt techniques, such as journdigtic style, that will improve news releases, and
subsequently improve the news medid's ability to better inform the Canadian public. However, this
requires NSOs to think like journdigts, and to temper the tendency to overburden releases with too much
detall. This is where the impact of the Internet will be felt. The Internet dlows access to al information
regardiess of the extent of detall. The trick is to hyperlink from one information module to the next,
increasing the depth of information as the reader moves dong the hierarchy of links. The full potentid of
electronic publishing has yet to be achieved.
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RESUME

Les journalistes jouent un role clé en renseignant le grand public sur les résultats des analyses
statistiques, lesquelles portent sur une foule de sujets. Pour les bureaux de statistique nationaux, ces
personnes représentent la voie de communication servant a informer les citoyens des plus récentes
données statistiques officielles ains que des résultats des analyses approfondies reposant sur ces
données. La vaste majorité de la population ne consultera jamais directement le bureau de statistique
national ou ne communiquera pas directement avec lui. Pour la plupart des citoyens, les médias
d information (les journaux, la radio et la télévision) constituent I’unique source de diffusion des

données officielles. Grace aux médias, le bureau de statistique national atteint son objectif d'informer
la population des conditions socioéconomiques dans une mesure que Ses Propres ressources ne lui
permettraient pas de faire.



