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1. Whom this theme may be interesting to?

Since this conference is a Population Conference, the most persons attending are demographers, who, I hope, to this or that extent used to touch Inet in their research, and whose attention I plan to attract to the following questions:

· Is it possible to find demographic data on the web?

· Is it possible to utilize any demographic indicator one can find there?

· Can we trust the data found in the Internet?

· What are the quality criteria of demographic websites?

· Which web demographic databases we know?

· Do demographers often use web sources of the data for their research?

· Who is the consumer of demographic data on the web?

· What are the problems of demographic internet?

· Do we need further development of it and in what directions?, etc.

Those who have some experience in this field, or any questions, or reasons to suggest, or intension to compare notes – all are welcome.
2. Why Internet?

We can easily imagine the situation when one needs to find some demographic information on the web: he or she is crowded for time, has no books, journals, papers, etc. ready at hand with the needed data available, or these books are out-of-date, or the data are too crude, or incomplete, etc.; the library is closed or too far and so on, but! the computer is at hand, browser is installed, and connection to the Internet is available… Now what is needed is to look for the data and copy and paste what found. Is it really so simple? Of course, Not. And demography does not significantly differ from another field, for example, geography, medicine, chemistry,… However, it has its own particularity that we have to take into account. The reason is in who is the consumer of these data? This question is also planned to be answered.
3. Methodology and data to be used

Let the information we try to find on the web be restricted to only numerical ones. That is some figure of the demographic indicator value or a set of its values is needed, for example time series. In solving the task we used web search engines, sites of well-known international and national institutes, organizations and projects (WHO, EUROSTAT, USCB, PRB, CIA, INED, MPIDR, IPUMS, Council of Europe, The Human Mortality Database, The Human Life-Table Database, etc.), paper reviews of the web, “links” pages and directories, references to web sources. A set of indicators which were being searched was confined to main widespread indices by countries: crude birth and death rates, mean age at first marriage, total fertility rate, life expectancy at birth, etc. totaled about 20. This set was directly connected with practical tasks of developing the section of web demographic newspaper Demoscope Weekly named Appendix, where a lot of indicators were collected in the form of html pages and excel tables (http://demoscope.ru/weekly/pril.php). Several hundreds of requests to search engines were sent and hundreds of web sites were browsed. Some dozens of databases were examined and used for collecting the values of indicators under search. The data found were checked for their correctness, precision, completeness, recency, compatibility with each other, and many other criteria. The total number of values collected approaches to ten thousand. The last achievement in this field is placed at the Demoscope Weekly web site: http://demoscope.ru/weekly/app/app40e0e.php.

4. One figure search: population size of a country
Let us try to learn about the size of population in some country, say Latvia. Using a search engine, e.g. Yahoo.com, the search of “population size Latvia” gives more than 80 thousand sites. Most of them differ by the index value. Some examples are:

2.6 mill (http://www.bsssc.com/pages/subregions/latvia.htm)

2353874 – current population of the country (http://populations.com/country.asp?ID=93)

2.557 million in 1995 (http://www.wri.org/wr-96-97/wr96dthd.pdf)
2.5 mill (http://www.broste.dk/subs/latvia.htm)

~2,730,000 (http://www.west.net/~wwmr/fsureps.htm)
2,375,000 (2000) (http://www.antor.asn.au/latvia.htm)

2,405 thousand midyear population, 2000 (http://www.census.gov/cgi-bin/ipc/idbsum?cty=LG)

2 373 thousand in 2000 (http://esa.un.org/unpp/p2k0data.asp)

2,381,715 resident population by 1st January 2000 (http://www.popin.lanet.lv/en/index_eng.html)
2379934 de jure population on 1st January 2000 (Council of Europe Demographic Yearbook 2002). 2372094 midyear (calculated from this one)
Thus we can conclude even for such a ‘simple’ task at least the following remarks:
1. Different sources give variant results. In turn, it is a result of
2. Different population categories (de jure, de facto, not specified at all)

3. Different precision of the indicator’s value (rounded to thousands or millions). The other note connected with this is:
4. Different units (persons, thousands, millions)

5. Different time by which the population size is given (year may be not specified or have time lag)
6. Different date within a year for which the size is measured (1-Jan, or midyear, or not given) It is rather questionable what is meant under ‘current’ population. Who and how measures its daily changes?
7. No site gives the source of these data and its description. The only exception is POPIN site where the link the Central Statistical Bureau of Latvia is placed.
8. No site explicitly describes whether the figure given is official or not, a census one or not, an estimate or projected one, etc.

9. Inequality of values is rather big and may exceed 10 per cent of it.
10. In some other cases the site found can contain what we are looking for, but it is not free (access is for $) thus we will need time and money to get this access. 

11. In the other the data placed can be an egregious error. In turn one of the sources of errors may be a bad translation, the other one – 10, 100, or 1000 factor missed. Example: UNFPA Report The State of World Population 2001 in Diagram 1. Maternal mortality by subregion, 1995 (deaths per 1000 lifebirths) (in Russian) placed Russia in “South Europe” and made one hundred multiplier error in the indicator’s values. Say it is 1,000 in Central Africa (all women dye at childbearing!) (http://www.unfpa.org/swp/2001/docs/swp2001rus.pdf) 
12. Sometimes you can find the data that are explicitly ambiguous. A rather funny example of this you can see at one Dutch site (http://www.library.uu.nl/wesp/populstat/Europe/belgiumg.htm) where we read that “Belgium total population according to the estimate of midyear 2000: 10241,506; or: 10252,000”.
Three more general conclusions one can make are:

1) There are a lot of different sources containing the figure under search.

2) Demographic indicators appeared on the web significantly differ by their quality.

3) There is a lot of quality criteria defining our opportunity of utilizing the data placed the user has to take into account before further use of the values. If several sources are found, we need to compare not only the figures themselves, but what are the source, precision, time and other criteria of the data placed on the web.

Sure, using a search engines is not a unique way to find some data on the web. Others include:

· Links directory sites

· Sites of authoritative institutes, agencies, organizations

· Mutual links at the famous web resources

5. Demographic databases

Since there are a lot of concepts of databases on the web and in demography, we need to define the one used in this paper. The following two main types of databases are considered here: 1) database of demographic indicators for population of specific country, time period, their age, sex, etc. distribution; 2) database of individual depersonalized microdata obtained at conducting censuses and surveys. It is impossible here to define what the access to these databases contents is: rules of data processing, querying, formatting and manipulation, since they are quite different at various sites.
5.1. Databases of demographic indicators

The first site group may be listed below by the following ones.
U.S. Census Bureau International Database http://www.census.gov/ipc/www/idbsprd.html. To get the values, one needs to select one table, one or more countries, the set of years, and residence. Then translation and processing of coded information are to be selected. The default buttons are rather convenient for primary purposes.  Most of the data here are rather old (if not to say “ancient”). For example the query selecting Last available year 014 Life Table Values for Switzerland gives only the 1982-83 data!

World Heath Organization. Regional Office for Europe has the European Health for All database (http://hfadb.who.dk/hfa/). Since it is well known, no details describing query are given here. The only notice is that the 1970-2001 period is covered there. The excellent functionality of this web database makes it the best exemplar for all others.
The Human Mortality Database, project of University of California and Max Plank Institute for Demographic Research (http://www.mortality.org/). The main advantage of this site is that data are given for various (1-, 5-, 10-year) age groups and with Lexis triangles. Besides it contains not only all the source information for life table calculation, but the resulted tables as well.
The Human Life-Table Database, Max Plank Institute for Demographic Research (http://www.lifetable.de/). Contains life tables for a set of developed countries.

Base de données: la conjuncture des pays développés en chiffres Institut national d’études démographiques, Paris (http://www.ined.fr/bdd/demogr/). It contains both absolute numbers and relative indicators by 64 countries of the world.
United Nations Population Division. World Population Prospects : The 2002 Revision Population Database (http://esa.un.org/unpp/p2k0data.asp). Gives the opportunity to chose data format between displaying HTML page and downloading comma-separated-values file.
5.2. IPUMS project

A shining example of the second group of sites is the IPUMS-international project (http://www.ipums.umn.edu/international/) developed at the Minnesota Population Center, University of Minnesota. Its full name is Integrated Public Use Microdata Series International: census microdata for social and economic research. The main IPUMS principles: Large census microdata samples exist for many countries. However access to these data has been limited, the documentation is inadequate or absent. Inconsistencies in data, methods of collection, and their description lead to difficulties of comparisons across countries and time. The goal of IPUMS-International is to address these issues by converting census microdata for multiple countries into a consistent format, supplying comprehensive documentation, and making the data and documentation available through a web-based data dissemination system. 
The most fruitful idea of IPUMS started in 1999 is harmonizing data and documentation to provide easy comparisons across time and across nations, without loss of information. The Minnesota Population Center has secured dissemination agreements from a large number of countries. For example, the agreements with over a dozen census agencies in Central and South America are expressed so as the data from these countries will form the basis of a new IPUMS-Latin America project.
5.3. Other databases

These include more general indicators except demographic ones; cover not only a country profile but also its subregions, e.g. counties; or provide rather narrow, specific studies.

Demographic Databases from United States 2000 Census Data (http://www.tpsnet.com/demographicdatabases/).

Population and Health Data at PRB website (http://www.worldpop.org/prbdata.htm)

Data Query at The World Bank Group with access to the World Development Indicators database (http://www.worldbank.org/data/dataquery.html)
InfoNation UN website (http://www.un.org/Pubs/CyberSchoolBus/infonation/e_infonation.htm).

Of course, not all the world demographic databases are listed here. You can learn much more, for example at the DemoNetAsia links page: http://membres.lycos.fr/demonetasia/links/linksdbases.htm and Databases at the University of Connecticut website http://norman.lib.uconn.edu/NewSpirit/Databases/BySubject.cfm?. 

6. Search in databases: time series of the indicator

To instantiate this problem, let us chose some indicator, say life expectancy at birth (e0) and try to find its maximal time series values for several countries.
1. The query to WHO HFADB (http://hfadb.who.dk/hfa/) gives for Belarus males Indicator overview: (the table was abridged) 

	Countries
	1981
	1982
	…
	1985
	…
	2001

	Belarus
	66.00
	66.26
	
	66.13
	
	62.79


Thus we have here 1981-2001 (without 1983-84) time period covered in the form of table with 99.99-formated figures.
2. The US Census Bureau IDB (http://www.census.gov/ipc/www/idbsprd.html) answered for All selected years "Belarus--data for requested years not found".
3. No data were found also at the INED database (http://www.ined.fr/bdd/demogr/menu2.php?lan=F) for Belarus. The same was discovered at other sites. 

The only way we can suggest to learn more about e0 dynamics in Belarus is to open Beltab10.xls file in the Council of Europe Demographic Yearbook 2002 disk. Time period covered there is 1962-2001 without gaps. Thus some experiments of demographic web search cannot be called successful.
Let us continue with Norway.

1. The query to WHO HFADB (http://hfadb.who.dk/hfa/) gives for Norway females Indicator overview a 31-year time series of 99.99-formated figures (years 1970-2000).

2. The last year found in the US Census Bureau IDB (http://www.census.gov/ipc/www/idbsprd.html) for All selected years is "Norway/1979-80/Total/Female" value e0=79.00.

3. The greatest period (1846-2000) is covered at the Human Mortality Database (http://www.mortality.org/). However the file to download is big (more than 1,3 Mbytes), is not table-formatted and has a lot of extra data (recall we are looking for only life expectancy at birth). 
Even for this few figures obtained the following several remarks may be done:
1. The data of time series under search may be different by period length at various sites.

2. The figures may be differently formatted.
3. Most of sites give no opportunities to further process the figures found. For example one can need to aggregate or average the values found.

4. It is difficult to clearly establish the reasons of data incompatibility from various sources.
Some other conclusions one can discover in trying to look for demographic data on the web. The first group deals with further utilizing the data found.

5. If you successfully find some data, it is does not mean that you can easily print them. It is often occurs with PDF files – very good page on the screen can hardly be read after printing.
6. The time series of the indicator will be used later in your research and you need to copy it into some file or application. Sometimes it is also a problem.

7. We can rarely meet the site where the data found can be graphically presented just here, for example when only a general expression of the latest 20-30-year dynamics is interested.
8. The wider the field of subject represented in a database the poorer the list and range of the demographic indicators we can find there. In other words: the more general is the reference site the fewer amounts of special data can be found there. 
7. Results

The following main results may be stated:

1. Search of a separate indicator value results in plurality of sources, that contain it; these values are ambiguous and may significantly differ, have various primary sources, precision, and minuteness; have rather big time lags and errors; and significantly different quality by countries of the world.

2. Search of data series shows, if found, their different formats, volume, length, as well as compatibility, opportunities of copying, printing, and graphic presentation.

3. Databases that contain demographic indicators have different structure, organization, volume, as well as tools for searching, accessing, processing, and querying. We can easily use very few of them. Most of the databases have various “white gaps” for example by countries or time intervals.
4. To estimate the quality of the data found we need nor one, nor two criteria. Their number approaches to two dozens. Without taking these into account a lot of mistakes can be done. This is a reason why the demographers still rarely use Inet as the main source of demographic data is their research.
5. One can conclude that he or she cannot trust a sporadic web source of demographic data. The data found may turn to be not state-of-the-art, incomplete, too concise, or use unreliable primary data source. Thus we need a good web book of reference for these databases.

6. Generally one can judge that demographic internet currently is at its infant stage of development, has a lot of lacunas, and needs further significant elaboration and growth. The society of demographers urgently requires it but must more actively interact in governing this process, constructing more perfect databases, building optimal standards of data formats, and their utilizing and propaganda.

7. The utility of data on the web significantly depends on who and how uses it. If a student or some beginner needs to get only primary general information on the order of a phenomenon, it is OK to use almost any source. However if someone needs the special detailed precise data for scientific purposes or decision making, there are a lot of various problems.
8. Quality Criteria for demographic data on the web

According to the private experience and basing on the information in the paper above we can suggest the following list of quality criteria for the demographic data placed on the web. 
1. Website owner. If the domain or web page belongs to well-known, famous, old institute, organization, we can trust more the data found. Vice versa, we can trust less any small, self-made, quite new site or institution. However unfortunately some exceptions exist when a site belongs to serious organization, but it is faithless due to very old, crude, or rarely updated.
2. Data description. If you see some indicator with no description how it was calculated, what does in particularly mean, what a phenomenon was measured, you can hardly use it.

3. Data source. Most of the indicators do not arise at their web location. The only way of their appearance is to be taken from some statistical agency, scientific research, or other web, paper, or computer place of birth. If no source of data you have found is specified, it may be a reason of your suspicions they are doubtful. If a link is given, try to check that the data were taken and used correctly.
4. Data precision. If you plan to use the data under search in your further research, you need to take into account how precise the figures are, for example the number of decimal digits.

5. Data formats. If several sites are found with the data you need, chose the one where they may be easily used at further stages. Take into account how you will copy-and-paste them to you computer, store as file, or put into other applications. The best are the websites where the user can chose whether to browse, or store, or process the data.
6. Units of indicators. It will very strange to see some figure, say total fertility rate value of 1234 with no unit specified. Sure, they meant per 1000 women, but if was not stated explicitly, it will not be demographically correct to use this figure.
7. Additional specifiers. Some indicators need, except units, additional specifiers. They provide the data required for complete understanding of their nature. For example, population size value will be meaningless, if they do not indicate whether it is de-facto or de-jure one, and whether it is mid-year or of 1-January, was it taken from the census or is it an estimate made by the national statistical agency. There is one specifier required for all the indices. It is a period of time (year) for which it was given. If you see a statement “Population of the country is now 1 billion”, the question arises “When?”.
8. Data completeness. Sometimes one needs the longest time series of the indicator. Thus, check how long the one you have found and omit if it too short. Similarly you may need a set of index values for a big list of countries. If only few are found, it does not satisfy you.
9. Data comparability. To provide the opportunity to compare the values of some indicator between several countries, if they are taken at different places, you will need to check all their units, additional specifiers, procedures of calculation, etc. mentioned above.
10. Data discrepancy. Sometimes the values of some indicator may differ for the same region, time, unit, etc. at different websites (generally it often occurs on paper as well). In this case you need to be sure what is the source of that. If it is a primary data, for example, a census population size, discrepancy shows that there is an error at least in one source we have found. If it is a secondary demographic indicator like life expectancy, and we met the case when the value of national agency differs from the WHO’s one, the reason may be quite serious but not frightening. The values may differ since different algorithms, formulas, or calculation procedures used.
11. Languages and possibilities of translation. If the primary language of data birth differs from the one you use, take into account whether it is possible to translate in proper direction. If it is already translated, keep in mind that mistakes can be done during translation.
12. Opportunities of further processing. If the data are found, however you often need not only to browse them, but to print, or copy-and-paste in another application, or make a chart, or create a file, or make other calculations. The type of page or file that contains them or functionality suggested for data processing significantly determine their utility.

13. Access (free or for $). Some sites (e.g. Statistics Canada http://www.statcan.ca/) give access to most publications only for money. The problem to discuss at our Conference deserved attention: Is it generally correct to derive a profit from the demographic information? Indeed, tax-payers already contributed all population data collection and tabulation by their national statistical bodies.
14. Recall that in section 3 we restricted ourselves to the numerical demographic data search only. However these data are much richer. Next section describes all the types of demographic web sites one can imagine.
9. Types of demographic data on the web

Without pretension to completeness and strict classification the following list of web resources may be suggested:
- Values of demographic indicators (pages and databases)
- Sites of demographic institutions and statistical bodies (national and international)

- Links pages and reference directories

- Bibliographical references and databases

- Demographic and related (e.g. medical) dictionaries

- Population research project descriptions

- Electronic journals

- Population research papers and books

- Demographic tutorials and textbooks

- Online web demographic tests

- Demographic news and events
- Demographic software

- Forums

- Personalia (Researchers references)
- Bulletin boards

- Maps, charts, diagrams, and other non-HTML data and image files

10. Conclusion

The reader can find a lot of matters of dispute in this paper. Someone can find many web sited not mentioned. Nevertheless the author hopes that most of the questions put in the beginning were clarified a little and the paper will prove to be useful. 

In the future, if the interest to this theme will grow, the author plans to place more detailed version of some reference pages on the web. All the remarks, new ideas, and any suggestions are welcome. Please, email them to the author: soroko@demoscope.ru. 
As to the future, undoubtedly the topic of the paper deserves organizing the special section at the EPC-2006. Demographers can discuss there all the problems of the Demographic Internet and  their experience in this field, consider in details the most successful international and national projects, such as WHO’s HFADB, UPIMS, HMD, PC AXIS System, MPIDR’s Old Age Mortality DB, Demoscope Weekly, etc. and its utility in the research and dissemination of demographic knowledge. 
And thank you for your patience and attention.
Eugeny Soroko

August 21, 2003

Full text of this paper is available at http://www.demoscope.ru/center/so/epc2003.html.
PAGE  
8

