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Research issue to be addressed
Internet becomes one of the sources of demographic information along with in many other fields not only for experts, but also for students, journalists, and the general public. The purpose of this paper is to try to answer the questions: is it possible to find demographic data on the web, if yes is it possible to utilize and can we trust these data, what are the problems of demographic internet.
Methodology and data to be used
Let the information we try to find on the web be restricted to only numerical one. 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 (UN, WHO, EUROSTAT, USCB, PRB, CIA, CDC, 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 reference 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 indicator collected is life expectancy at birth placed at the Demoscope Weekly web site: http://demoscope.ru/weekly/app/app40e0e.php.
Results

The following main results were obtained:

1. Search of a separate indicator value results in plurality of sources, that contain it; these values are ambiguous and may significantly differ, use various primary sources, precision, and detailness; 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 spots” 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. Full text of the paper contains the list of them.

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 it became clear that demographic internet currently is in 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.

The full text of this paper is available at http://www.demoscope.ru/center/so/epc2003.html. 
