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Statistics Netherlands has more than one hundred years’ experience of publishing and disseminating 
statistical data. In the last fifteen years the processes of publication and dissemination have undergone 
huge changes. The relative stability of one hundred years ago  has been replaced by an environment and 
an organisation which are continually changing. The publication process is located at the heart of the field 
of force of these internal and external changes.  
Based on the example of publications in the area of business cycle statistics, we shall look at what is 
behind us and give an outline of what we expect the future to bring. Publications on business cycle 
statistics have closely followed changes in the publication process (and in some cases even led the way to 
the introduction of changes within Statistics Netherlands).  
Section 2 examines the main developments in the area of dissemination. Three main developments are 
changes in publication strategy, in technology and in the dissemination process.  
Section 3 shows how Statistics Netherlands has responded to these changes by adapting its publication 
strategy. We show what the consequences of these changes are for various components of the publication 
policy.   
Section 4 gives a brief history of business cycle publications, while section 5 gives a practical example of 
what these publications look like on the website and potential further steps in the area of publishing.. 

�����'HYHORSPHQWV�LQ�WKH�ILHOG�RI�GLVVHPLQDWLRQ�RI�VWDWLVWLFV�DW�6WDWLVWLFV�1HWKHUODQGV�

In the last fifteen years the dissemination of statistical information by Statistics Netherlands has 
undergone quite a drastic transformation. The three main areas of change are publication strategy, 
technology and the dissemination process. 
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������&KDQJH�LQ�SXEOLFDWLRQ�VWUDWHJ\�

Fifteen years ago our publication strategy was profit based, the idea being that a statistical institute could 
earn a lot of money by selling publications and figures. Another leading idea at the time was that 
statistical institutes should listen to the users of their statistics. At Statistics Netherlands the period 1994-
1999 was marked by ongoing debates about marketing strategies, pricing policy, a user-oriented 
dissemination policy, cost efficiency and other related topics. However, the fundamental debate was 
about the role and mission of a government statistical institute. As a publicly funded institution, was 
Statistics Netherlands permitted to be a player on the market of professional informational services? Also, 
from the beginning it was clear that a statistical institute is not able to generate enough proceeds to cover 
the costs. 
The debate resulted in a new dissemination policy built on three pillars. One: the website is the primary 
dissemination tool; i.e. all statistical output of Statistics Netherlands should be available and accessible 
via the website. Two: all statistical information on the website is accessible free of charge. And three: 
dissemination should be centralised in one unit comprising the press office, editors, publishers, software 
engineers, the information service (including the European Statistical Data Support) and the management 
of the output database StatLine and the website. This centralisation opened the way to more coordination 
between the various publishing disciplines and to the integration of paper and electronic publications.  
Looking to the future we do not expect these three main pillars to change: free dissemination, a 
centralised unit for publishing and the Internet as the primary dissemination tool are here to stay. 

������&KDQJHV�LQ�WHFKQRORJ\�

The second main development has been in the area of technology. Fifteen years ago we had no idea of the 
potential impact of the Internet, and knew nothing about websites. The concept of output databases was 
evolving but still had a long way to go. Technology has changed very rapidly in the last fifteen years. 
Statistics Netherlands started developing its output database StatLine in the 1980’s, initially intending it 
as a tool to store the tables of the Statistical Yearbook and thus simplifying the annual production process 
of this (printed!) publication.   
The ideas underlying StatLine changed with each new technological opportunity. Some keywords in this 
respect are relational database, cubes, separation of data and metadata, output tools, input tools, DUAL’s, 
hyperlinks, connection to the Internet. As stated above, since 2000 StatLine is the main output database of 
Statistics Netherlands. To this end statisticians have been converting their files and databases to StatLine 
since 1996.  
In 1998 StatLine was stored on one diskette and sold in this form to users. After the diskette came the 
CD-ROM. At that time there were two versions of StatLine: one  with web technology and one for stand-
alone Windows computers. As the web version had much more functionality than the stand-alone one, the 
development of the latter was ended. The most popular feature of the web version is the dynamic 
hyperlink: this is used by the information service and by authors of articles for the website. Statistics 
Netherlands is currently developing the next version of StatLine in which data and metadata will be 
separated. We no longer use diskettes or CD-ROMS for the storage of StatLine. In the future we expect 
StatLine to keep abreast with new technological developments. Furthermore we expect that the output 
databases and the websites of all national statistical institutes will be more interconnected through web 
services technology. 

������&KDQJHV�LQ�WKH�GLVVHPLQDWLRQ�SURFHVV�

The third main development in the field of dissemination has to do with the organisation of the 
dissemination process. Fifteen years ago dissemination was the responsibility of the statistical 
departments. From start to finish the statistical process was organised individually by each department: 
input, analysis, output, answering requests (information service). The main dissemination tools were 
press releases and paper publications (and in some cases an ASCII file with figures on a floppy disk or a 
magnetic tape). 
The knowledge and experience in the field of dissemination was fragmented across many statistical units. 
Some of these units had a good reputation in the field of input; others were better in output. The quality 
of the output varied from department to department. Added to this, some of the knowledge in the field of 
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dissemination was available within supporting units. As the advantages of organising the statistical 
process according to the stage of the process (rather than the statistical theme) became clear, Statistics 
Netherlands decided to centralise most of the dissemination process with the reorganisation of 2000. The 
department of Publication and Communication is now responsible for the website, StatLine, the portfolio 
of electronic and paper publications, the information service, the press office, and the coordination of 
data deliveries to Eurostat and other international organisations. 
Looking to the future, we expect more cooperation in the area of dissemination between government 
organisations and statistical institutes, and more cooperation between statistical institutes themselves. We 
have to learn from each other. The Internet will show best practices and statistical institutes will have to 
incorporate developments emerging via the Internet. New products and services will be generated and 
these too will have to be incorporated in the dissemination process. In this context Statistics Netherlands 
is at this moment implementing a content management system to be able to cope better with these new 
challenges. This system will also change the way our internal dissemination processes are organised. 

�����7KH�FXUUHQW�SXEOLFDWLRQ�VWUDWHJ\�

Let us summarise the main features of the current publication strategy and the consequences of this 
strategy for users and for Statistics Netherlands. 
The first feature is the important role of a central output database (StatLine). StatLine is accessible free of 
change via the Internet for all users all over the world. All Statistics Netherlands’ statistical output must 
be available in StatLine at the moment it is published. Tables in press releases and in other publications 
are all based on and connected to the figures in StatLine, and the database is also used by the staff of the 
information service to answer questions from the public. StatLine is a separate database that is linked to 
the website. 
The second feature is the importance of the website. All publications are available on the website, in 
various formats. All paper publications can be downloaded in PDF format (no charge). The website and 
StatLine are the only instruments Statistics Netherlands’ information service uses to answer requests and 
queries from the public.  
As a result of the decision to allocate the role of primary publication media to the website and StatLine, 
in 2001 we decided to find out to which extent these media could replace paper publications entirely. In a 
number of cases this indeed proved to be the case. In 2002 and 2003 a large number of paper publication 
were discontinued as they (mainly tabular publications) had lost their function through the arrival of 
StatLine, or because better electronic alternatives had been developed, for example for the printed version 
of the Economic monitor  (see section 5). 
The third feature is the cost effectiveness of free dissemination. Free dissemination does not mean that all 
products and services are available free of charge. Books are priced, but all books and reports can be 
downloaded at no cost from the website in PDF format.  
Another product for which we charge is the information service. In principle, requests or queries that can 
be answered within five minutes cost nothing. If the information service needs more time to answer the 
question, Statistics Netherlands asks for payment. At the same time Statistics Netherlands aims to reduce 
the number of requests by relaying visitors with questions to the website. Consequently the capacity of 
the information service was reduced from 26 fte to 16 fte in 2004. The success of this strategy is reflected 
by the fact that in 1999 as many as 60 fte were needed to answer questions and queries through the 
information service. 
The consequences of the Statistics Netherlands strategy are summed in table 1. 
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�����3URGXFW�GHYHORSPHQW�LQ�WKH�DUHD�RI�EXVLQHVV�F\FOH�VWDWLVWLFV�

This section will illustrate the general development in Statistics Netherlands’ dissemination policy by 
means of product development in the area of business cycle statistics. Statistics Netherlands started the 
publication of its main business cycle publication, the Economic monitor (in Dutch: Conjunctuurbericht),  
in 1985. The Economic monitor contains various statistics which, together, give a picture of the economic 
situation. From the start, one special feature of the publication was a text explaining the figures and 
commenting on how the economy was doing. Also, the authors involved continually conceived and 
developed graphical devices to give users an at-a-glance view of the state of the economy. A recent 
development in this respect is the economic compass (see section 5). 
At the time this project started, in 1985, Statistics Netherlands did not have a network of personal 
computers. It used a Cyber mainframe for computing, but this system could hardly be used for editing. 
The texts were written on old-fashioned typewriters, and graphs were drawn in pen and ink. The monthly 
Economic monitor was not for sale. The department which made it (national accounts) also distributed it, 
mostly as an enclosure with other Statistics Netherlands publications, and subsequently also with the 
publications of a another organisation. 
The product development of business cycle publications followed the general development of the 
dissemination process. The main developments are the following. 
• � Publishing the tables in the Economic monitor on floppy disks (first in ASCII format, later on in 

CBSView format; CBSView is the frontrunner of StatLine). Floppy disks were later replaced by 
diskettes and then by cd-roms.  

• � The monthly and quarterly statistical series came from various statistical departments. The national 
accounts department collected these series, put them together and edited them to obtain a uniform 
picture. From 1997 onwards the various statistical departments stored the unedited separate series in 
StatLine in accordance with the principle that every figure should be available in StatLine before it 
may be published. This process took some years. As it cost the same amount to make a cd-rom with 
StatLine as it did to make one with business cycle statistics, Statistics Netherlands replaced the cd-
rom of the Economic monitor by StatLine.  

• � However, at that time (2000) Statistics Netherlands had two versions of StatLine: one accessible 
through the Internet (www.cbs.nl), and one available on  diskette and cd-rom. The Internet version 
differed from the diskette version, the former based on web technology, the latter on Windows 
technology. The Internet version did not have a time-delay, and so presented the daily updated 
StatLine figures. However, StatLine on diskette had a delay of one month. This meant that there were 
two versions of StatLine at the same moment, that  almost certainly differed from each other. Here 
the publication strategy was decisive: the website was the central dissemination tool, and therefore 
the dissemination of StatLine on cd-rom was discontinued in 2002. 

• � Statistics Netherlands’ dissemination policy changed in the 1990s, as it became more aware of users’ 
needs and also of new distribution channels. Marketing-oriented approaches became more popular as 
a way to disseminate a publication to more users. One such approach was to use existing channels 
within or outside Statistics Netherlands. An example of joint distribution with an external periodical 
is the cooperation with the renowned periodical Economisch Statistische Berichten. The Economic 
monitor was brought to the attention of this two-weekly periodical for economists and statisticians, 
and was distributed as an inlay once a month. The magazine also reserved a page to be filled by 
Statistics Netherlands in every issue. 

• � In the overhaul of the organisation in 1994, national accounts and business cycle statistics were 
separated. The national accounts department started producing  quarterly accounts, which are 
important as they serve as a link between business cycle statistics and national accounts. In 2000 
Statistics Netherlands started a new quarterly publication based on these quarterly accounts: De 
Nederlandse conjunctuur (The business cycle in the Netherlands). This publication included some of 
the information also published in the Economic monitor, and consequently Statistics Netherlands then 
had two paper publications on this theme. The two were also published on the website. 

• � The new publication strategy formally introduced in 2002 had consequences for the Economic 
monitor. One of the requirements for publication in a printed version was that the proceeds of the sale 
of such a publications exceed the costs of design, printing and distribution. Publications that could 

http://www.cbs.nl/
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not meet this requirement had to replaced by a new product or converted to an electronic format on 
the website. From the start, the Economic monitor was distributed  free of charge, so this requirement 
was fatal for the printed version. From that moment on the Economic monitor was only available in 
an electronic version. 

• � Statistics Netherlands introduced a so-called list server in 2002, enabling customers to subscribe 
electronically to various electronic products, which they then receive by e-mail. The Economic 
monitor is one of the products available via the list server. 

• � We have already mentioned that authors were and are very active in inventing and implementing new 
ways to present results. One of these innovations in graphic display is the economic compass. 

�����7KH�(FRQRPLF�PRQLWRU�

As stated above, the Economic monitor is one of the publications that has recently been converted from a 
printed to an electronic version, available via the website of Statistics Netherlands.  
The main entrance to the Economic monitor on Statistics Netherlands’ website is on the right-hand side 
of the homepage, under the button ‘Economic monitor’. If you click on this button, the elements of 
monitor appear. These elements are: 
• � Economic compass 
• � State of the economy 
• � Indicators (sentiment indicators, monthly indicators and quarterly indicators) 
• � Focus 
• � Tables with economic indicators 
 
In part, the electronic version of the Economic monitor resembles its paper predecessor. Like the printed 
version it gives a brief summary of the topical developments in the Dutch economy (State of the 
Economy) and descriptions of developments in sentiment, monthly and quarterly indicators. The 
electronic version also provides short background articles on a number of aspects of the business cycle 
(Focus). In addition graphical representations of developments in various indicators are also available.  
One new aspect is the economic compass, which shows at a glance how the Dutch economy is doing. It is 
based on eight main economic indicators covering the demand and supply aspects of the economy, prices, 
financial markets and the labour market. The compass shows the development of each indicator in 
comparison with the average in the two preceding years and with the last update.  
The greatest difference with the printed version is the up-to-dateness of the figures. The paper version 
was compiled once a month and contained figures available at deadline. The electronic version is updated 
as soon as new figures become available, on average twice a week.  
Statistics Netherlands issues its press releases at 09.30 hrs. At exactly the same time the StatLine database 
is updated with the new figures. One and a half hours later at the most, the Economic monitor is updated 
with new figures including accompanying text. 
The dynamic character of the Economic monitor requires strict planning and a stringent organisation of 
the production process. Statistics Netherlands has allocated one full-time employee to the monitor, with 
another five making regular contributions.  
In the first year of its existence the Dutch version of the Electronic monitor received 64,000 visitors via 
Statistics Netherlands’ website and the English version 8,500 visits. On average each visit resulted in 3 
page views. The most popular page was the State of the Economy.  
Visitors are also given the option of e-mail notification of monitor updates.  
The conclusion after one year of the electronic Economic monitor is that this electronic publication 
certainly fulfils a demand. The way the production processes have been organised has proven to be able 
to cope with the high update frequency. We expect that the monitor to develop further in the coming 
years. Among other things, there are plans to make the fixed base periods in the economic compass with 
which developments are compared more flexible. And navigation and design will also be improved. 
Lastly there is the wish to link the Economic monitor directly to StatLine so that data in the monitor are 
completely synchronous with those in StatLine, making it possible to give an even more up-to-date 
picture of business cycle developments in the Netherlands.  
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6.  Annex: Webpublication Economic monitor 
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