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Abstract 
 

The Code of Practice for European statistics, as regards dissemination, states that 
“European Statistics should be presented in a clear and understandable form, 
disseminated in a suitable and convenient manner, available and accessible on an 
impartial basis with supporting metadata and guidance”, that is the principle of 
accessibility and clarity. 
In this view the National Institute of Statistics (Istat) proposed a new product “Noi Italia 
– 100 indicators to understand Italy” containing 120 indicators for 19 thematic sectors 
ranging from economic, social, demographic and environmental fields.  
This product represents an innovative goal from the statistical point of view as 120 
indicators have been calculated starting from basic data, coming from different sources. 
Moreover, an innovative solution that offers both a dynamic and interactive way for 
graphical visualization of spatio-temporal data and the ability to link free texts to such 
models has been implemented. 
The purpose of this paper is to describe methodological and Web technologies aspects of 
this new statistical product, designed to give users the possibility to understand the most 
important positive and negative aspects of the country in which they live, following 
principles of accessibility and clarity of dissemination. 
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1. Criteria followed and overview of “Noi Italia” 
 
The availability of official statistics has a fundamental role in our society, as these 
statistics are essentials not only for all decision makers but also for all citizens who are 
affected by the policies. According to the Code of Practice for European statistics as 
regards dissemination, “European Statistics should be presented in a clear and 
understandable form, disseminated in a suitable and convenient manner, available and 
accessible on an impartial basis with supporting metadata and guidance”, that is the 
principle of accessibility and clarity. 
The Istat new product “Noi Italia – 100 indicators to understand Italy” comes from the 
necessity to follow the above statement of the Code of Practice together with the belief 
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that a good dissemination and communication strategy could take advantage of the latest 
trends and developments, especially in the areas of the Web technologies.  
 “Noi Italia” proposes 120 indicators for 19 thematic sectors ranging from economic, 
social, demographic and environmental fields, giving users the possibility to understand 
the most important positive and negative aspects of the country in which they live, 
comparing the national position with that of other European countries and highlighting 
regional differences in the Italian national context.  
Indicators have been selected firstly considering the main targets defined in Lisbon 
strategy heavily based on economic concepts. Secondly, the indicators considered in the 
Community Support Framework (CSF) have been included in order to analyse a 
development pathway and to reduce social hardship for the Italian south regions. Finally, 
all the indicators allow the comparison at European and Nuts2 level. Due to lack of 
indicator database, they have been calculated starting from basic data, coming from 
different sources.  
Metadata are provided together with each indicator explaining clearly and simply the 
institutions that collect data and the reference survey, the mainly publications and some 
hyperlinks that enable users to better analyse further aspects related to the indicators. A 
specific section is devoted to the description of how those statistics were calculated, what 
they mean, the existing reference legislation and the unit of measurement considered. 
The Web site http://noi-italia.istat.it gives also the possibility to download tables and 
graphs. These objects are divided in three areas: the first one contains all graphs and 
tables related to European comparison, the second presents graphs and tables for Nuts2 
level comparison within the Italian territory, together with a map related to the last 
available data. The third area refers to time series indicators related to the Nuts2 level. 
The dynamic graphical visualization allows users to have an immediately and clear view 
of how the phenomena changed over the time (period considered ranges from 2 to more 
than 10 years depending on data availability for the indicator), with the possibility to 
deepen the reasons of such path and the possible connection with other phenomena. A 
detailed description of the Web page layout for an indicator (Municipal waste collected) 
is illustrated in Figure 1. 
 
 
2. New tools for data visualization 
 
There is no doubt that the use of innovative visualization tools helps to communicate 
statistics to non- expert users, but we need to take into account that any specific language 
used in the context of communication and interpretation of reality is an opportunity and a 
risk at the same time. Any tool offers the capability to make order in our experiences, 
combining and reading data through its basic elements (words and text for the natural 
language, images and graphs for the visual one) but, contemporary, it prevents the users 
from considering other specific issues. For instance, it is impossible to extract synthetic 
snapshot from texts in natural languages and, on the contrary, to highlight single events in 
a thematic map at a glance. 



Figure 1 - An example of the Web page layout for the indicator Municipal waste collected  
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Figure 1 (continued) - An example of the Web page layout for the indicator Municipal 
waste collected  
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In this view Istat is implementing a solution that offers both a dynamic and interactive 
way for graphical visualization of spatio-temporal data and the ability to link free texts to 
such models, shareable with other users. It undoubtedly represents a meaningful step to 
turn data into knowledge.  
The first experience in such innovation is represented by the online version of “Noi Italia 
– 100 indicators to understand Italy”.  
From the technological point of view, the Web solution is based on a GeoAnalytics 
Visualization tool, STATISTICS EXPLORER, developed by the research center NcomVA. 
Moreover, it takes full advantages of the latest trends and developments in the area of 
Web technologies and storytelling. 
Furthermore, a powerful and innovative data visualisation component (vislet eXplorer), 
based on widget technologies, offers a set of dynamic object enabling users to manage 
time series analysis, European comparisons, quick selection of territorial areas to which 
indicators are referred. 
The process to produce the dynamic object (vislet) follows three main steps: 
1. Production of dataset; 
2. Production of the xml files; 
3. Integration of dynamic object (vislet) in a distribuited Web environment. 
 

2.1 Production of dataset 
 
The main difficulty at this stage has been to collect data from several sources in different 
file format and integrate them with the given Statistics eXplorer data structure. We 
decided to implement a semi-automated process that could: 
1) involve all the Istat data production departments, distributing the workload to collect 

the data; 
2) use a well known common tool that could easily automatize the needed 

transformation of data. 
Excel file format was the chosen environment for data coming from the Istat data 
production departments. Some macros, in Visual Basic for Application, have been 
implemented to offer a very flexible frontend able to input the required information 
needed for processing the different Excel files and to output the Unicode .txt files needed 
by Statistics eXplorer. 
The semi-automated procedure implemented allowed to collect and transform (in a data 
structure compliant with Statistics eXplorer) more than 200 files (half in time series), 
coming from several sources and with different data structure.. 
 

2.2 Production of the xml files 
 
The production of dynamic objects (vislet eXplorer) needs two components: the Flash 
application realized by NcomVA using Flex technology and the .xml file containing both 
the dataset, that the graph represents , and the story, that explains the graph. 
On the application side we dealt with some bugs that were on new component 
(Histogram) introduced in the last beta version and that we decided to use. The close 
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collaboration between NcomVA gave us the opportunity to fix all the main bugs and to 
have a very stable version of the requested components. 
On the .xml file side, because the online publication is composed by more than 200 
dynamic objects (vislet) and, in order to achieve the goal in a short time, we had a strong 
need to standardize and automate the process production. For this purpose we 
implemented an application (in Visual Basic) offering a very user-friendly front end to 
produce the .xml file. 
The application allowed to set easily the parameter for the two main graphic components 
used in “Noi Italia 2011” (Map and Histogram) according to: 
• the default indicators chosen to be displayed; 
• features that we offered to the end user through the application; 
• the layout specification (colour scheme, character style) given by the Istat 

communication management for each section. 
Moreover, the application automatically: 
• integrates the dataset, that was transformed in the previous stage, into the output .xml 

files; 
• creates in the stories the hypertext links, for a set of given keywords, necessary to 

show in the graph particular aspects of the indicator.  
 

2.3 Integration of dynamic object (vislet eXplorer) in a distribuited Web 
environment 

 
The navigation through the Web pages of “Noi Italia 2011” is managed by a Content 
Management System (Typo3). In order to dynamically integrate the vislet eXplorer in the 
Typo3 environment without hard coding the parameter to embed the dynamic objects 
(vislet) in more than 200 pages, a web service have been implemented.  
The web service is remotely queried by Typo3 and it answers back providing the html 
code necessary to embed the appropriate vislet for each page and for different datasets. 
Moreover, the web service provides the code to be furnished to the end users, allowing 
them to distribute the single vislet in any other web environment (blog, email, static html 
page or dynamically generated web page). 
The Web infrastructure used in “Noi Italia 2011” is shown in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2 – “Noi Italia 2011” Web infrastructure 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 


