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1. Demographic databases on the Net

Current status of Internet as the tools for demographic data dissemination is well known. A lot of international institutions utilize web-servers for storage and granting access to huge amount of various demographic data.

During the last years many databases were opened and extended on the Web. They include population statistics, mortality indicators, census data, etc. To safe the place, here they are not given, use a reference, for example, Sources of data for the Information-analytical system, placed on the page of Demoscope Weekly http://demoscope.ru/weekly/iase/sources.php.

In dealing with such databases many questions arise. Some of them are the common ones for Internet; some are specific for population studies.

The first and the most frequent one is the problem of search. Where and how to find just the data we are looking for? Are they recent? Are they reliable? Are they precise? Do they cover the period, country, age, indicator, etc. we really need? Unfortunately this one is the universal one to web-search irrespective to our field of demography. However, to provide demographers with the web-guide to the most valuable and useful resources is an urgent need. I consider as a very fruitful the suggestion to organize a special session at the European Population Conferences, that includes all the problems included in this presentation and to discuss them.

The second question is how the data found are presented? We meet here several aspects. One is the data format. Is it really comfortable for the user to find some data on a html page, some in pdf file, some – as a plain text, another on a jpg image of graph? Unfortunately no standards for demographic data presentation on the web were developed yet, we have no criteria of convenience we require to solve that problem. And what is the result? Very often we spend one minute to find some indicator and a dozen to copy-and-paste and re-format what was found. Another side of this problem is the number of decimal places used for the indicator’s value. To illustrate such questions, let us consider a well-known 2005 World Population Data Sheet of the Population Reference Bureau (http://www.prb.org/pdf05/05WorldDataSheet_Eng.pdf). This pdf file is very good to be printed, but if you need a set of figures?… In this case the user needs to convert and format the data from that pdf. No doubt, PRB has them in a spreadsheet, has not it? Another question is the values of total fertility given there. The number of decimal digits is only one, thus we have as many as 17 (!) countries and regions that have “equal” TFR value 1.3. Does this correspond to the reality? And why did they do this?

One rather new problem for the databases on the web is the volume of information. Some of them have hundreds megabytes, and some – gigabytes. What to do with them? No question arises if the user really needs all or almost all data to download to his computer. However, the problem arises when the user needs some figure based on the data obtained from the database, but directly absent in it. In this case after downloading the initial data he must make some calculations. There are several aspects in this situation. The first one is whether or not the figures received are well formatted for further data processing. Unfortunately many databases do not give opportunities to obtain the data found in the form or formats matching the needs of data processing on the user’s computer. The second point is that sometimes the algorithms of calculation are not so simple like summation, ranking, or e.g. averaging. This may be life table calculation, population projections, standardization, etc. The user needs some worksheets, macros, or another computer software. In its turn this software must be installed, or developed, or at least explored. And thus the user needs some time to do this. Very often the calculations required have big volumes, technically monotonous, non-creative. A great concern of the user may be the case when the data from which he needs to produce only one final figure is huge, and no software required is at hand.

What are the ways to solve the situation described above? The main idea is to provide the database itself not only with the tools for data search and extraction, but with the instruments of data processing on the server side of the database. This includes as a minimum the software for such processing and user interface to control this processing (to specify type of calculation, its parameters, output format). This idea realized for Kannisto-Thatcher Database on Old-Age Mortality (http://www.demogr.mpg.de/databases/ktdb/) was performed at the Max-Planck Institute for Demographic Research a couple of years ago. As to the relations to the database the features equipped serve as a superstructure. As to additional user’s opportunities this part of the database may be called “Analysis Toolkit”.

What are the main advantages of this toolkit? 1-The user does not need to download to his computer the data from the database that are “raw” from the point of view of the final figures required. 2-He does not need to develop, or search and install, and/or study and utilize some software. It is being used on the server side by the system. 3-The user obtains the final result required in the format specified: as a set of figures, image of diagram, or file. 4-Significant feature from the point of view of demography science is that algorithms the different users utilize from all over the world are the same since they are located at the database server and guarantee equal results obtained for equal data arrays.

How does it really work? You may see at the fragment of Kannisto-Thatcher Database on Old-Age Mortality placed at Demoscope Weekly: http://demoscope.ru/weekly/iase/ias04_kt.php?terr=1&ind=44. The information-analytical system gives the opportunity to calculate "on the fly" the life table and other indicators based on Old Age Mortality Database: life expectancy, probabilty of death, population size, median length of life, and median age of population for selected countries. For the first 4 indicators two age interval parameters are required - the first and last ones. Data aggregation by countries may be performed: 1) using summing up of population and death counts, death probabilities are defined from these aggregates for countries, called as "summing up", 2) using averaging the death probabilities for selected countries for each year, sex, and age. One example of such query results is at http://demoscope.ru/weekly/iase/ias06_kt.php?yb=1980&ye=2000&ltw=1&x1=80&x2=130&ind_kt=5&Submit22=OK&terr=1&ind=44&c2=1&c7=1&c11=1&ye1=2002, where the aggregated life table for Denmark, Norway, and Sweden (1980-2000) was calculated via summing up and displayed.

The author will thank all the readers who can suggest new features of current demographic Internet and the urgent problems of web demography to discuss, that may be sent by e-mail to soroko@demoscope.ru.

Inquire the additional details at http://demoscope.ru/center/so/epc2006.html.
