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The power of thick data: unveiling the
hidden facets of COVID-19 impact and the
next emerging development issues.
Country case study from the Republic of
Moldova

by Dumitru Vasilescu, Aliona Ursoi, and Mihail Peleah’

CQOVID-19 threw Moldovan governance into chaotic domain (in Cynefin terms), where
cause and effect are unclear, events are too confusing to wait for a knowledge-
based response and Government has to act and sense before responding. The
Republic of Moldova used thick data (micro-narratives) to unveil the hidden facets

of COVID’s impact. Using thick data helped to provide a more nuanced response

to challenges, for instance by better shaping communication strategy. Thick data
should not be considered as contradicting big data, but rather as complimentary and
enriching sensemaking. Empowering people to reflect on their assessed anecdotal
evidence helps to enrich insights.

All data are different, but some are useful

Data are the nucleus of sensemaking and - have their own merits and limitations. Qualitative
decision-making. In social sciences there are two - methods use a low number of cases but provide
approaches to data for sensemaking—qualitative . greater details and in-depth insights. Two obvious
and quantitative methods. These are generally - drawbacks of this approach are questionable
based on the number (N) of cases or data points. generalisation and framing. It is very hard to
These two paradigms constitute different cultures, - generalise deep insights based on one or two
each internally coherent yet marked by contrasting . cases. How often does this happens? Is it unique

norms, practices, and toolkits?. Both approaches ¢ orcommon? A second concern is how the issue
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is framed by researchers. In many cases framing
could omit important items outside of the viewpoint,
simply because they are not on the research
agenda®. Quantitative methods are booming,

and in-depth insights from big (and very big N)

are increasing. However, two obvious drawbacks
still exist: narrowness of measurements and
representativeness vs distribution. All indicators
measure only a small part of a bigger and more
complex phenomenon. While they are useful

for sensemaking, they require interpretation to

be useful, and can often be deceiving. On the
contrary, quantitative approaches tend to focus on
the central tendency and representativeness of
the results. This comes at the expense of ignoring

Figure 1: Data: big, thick and rich
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COVID threw Moldovan society and governance
into chaotic domain, in Cynefin terms®, where
turbulence prevails and immediate stabilizing
action is required. In addition to all the negative
impacts that COVID has had on socio-economic
areas, it has also brought about the necessity

for reframing the decision-making process. Due

to the emergency and uncertainty that occurred
when the crisis ignited, the Government was put
into a situation to make urgent decisions that
would tackle and diminish the glaring challenges
caused by COVID, but which would also allow the
subsequent socio-economic resilient recovery. The
Government established the National Extraordinary
Public Health Commission (NEPHC), which was
headed by the Prime Minister and included

representatives from all ministries and departments.

The Commission met weekly during March-May
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distribution, especially extremes in distributions. In
fact, important, novel practices with disproportional
impact often appear at these ends*.

The way forward lies in two directions. The first is to
promote exchange and learning, enabling thinking
beyond the cultures (big N or small N) and integrate
(or triangulate) big data and thick data for richer
insights. The second and perhaps more important is
to empower people to interpret their own anecdotal
material (and not delegate it to an algorithm—in big
N—or an anthropologist—in small N)°®. Figure 1 from
Snowden (2020) illustrates how rich insights are
appearing from big and thick data.
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Source: Dave Snowden. Big, thick and rich (the data). Blog April 12, 2020

2020 to assess the situation and make decisions
for immediate implementation. In other words, the
Government took an Act-Sense-Respond approach.

To satisfy sensemaking needs, UNDP and the
Government, together with a myriad of private
sector corporate citizens, developed a set of
ultra-new services to track, monitor and generate
actionable intelligence based on several layers of
big data, but particularly from satellites, telecom
and electricity distribution datasets. Such services
will possibly become the focus of subsequent
position papers.

Figure 2 provides a visual explanation of
governance challenges in the chaotic domain. It
shows the weekly number of new cases, stringency
of policy measures and population response
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(proxied by mobility at transit stations)”. Government
acted quickly, introducing preventive measures
(around week 12-13). This immediately resulted in
lower mobility, as the population responded to
measures. However, around weeks 16-18 mobility
resumed, without (formal) relaxation of policy
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measures. In late 2020, when the number of new
cases rose significantly, Government did not
introduce very strict measures, inter alia taking
into account the significant impact on the most
vulnerable groups and considering the interests
and the experiences of those groups.

Figure 2: Moldova in a chaotic domain: new cases, stringency of policy measures and population response
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Later in 2020, as the situation stabilised, it moved
into complex domain, characterised by multiple
interactions and feedback lops, where the only
way to understand the system is to interact
(Probe—Sense—Respond approach). The approach
of the Government of the Republic of Moldova
combined short-term emergency responses with
medium-term recovery and resilience planning (up
to 18 months). The Recovery and Resilience Plan
(partially funded by the EU) was designed and
linked to Sectoral Work Plans. The UN system in
Moldova supported it through Social-Economic
Impact Assessment.

In such a situation, the regular data (official
statistics) or other kinds of information (for instance,
administrative reports) that usually serves as
evidence in the decision-making process, was not
sufficient for well-founded decisions. This is due to
the sporadic updating and availability, lags in data
collection and processing as well as challenges

Google Community Mobility Reports

for data collection under social distancing.
Additionally, in crisis and recovery situations
(chaotic and complex domains) relationships are not
clear or discoverable through traditional analysis
and require a sensing system response to actions
and experiments.

This was the first experience of the Government of
the Republic of Moldova with thick data and micro-
narrative tools. The pressing task was to assess the
impact of COVID on households in the Republic of
Moldova. The tool provided an alternative source
of information for the decisions aimed at providing
state support or other measures for those in need,
especially vulnerable groups. Combining the usual
statistical data with thick data allowed the decision-
makers to make sustainable and evidence-based
decisions that will, at the same time, engage those
who are harder to reach with generally focused
decisions.
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The information that arose from micro-narratives
allowed us to better understand the multifaceted
challenges caused by COVID that were determined
to be more widespread and deeper than falling
socio-economic indicators. Thus, the Government
had the opportunity to identify unexpected
problems (described in sections below) or
previously unexpressed needs of people through
their real experiences.

Thick data in COVID social-economic impact
assessment

The COVID pandemic had a negative impact
perceived at a very granular level by most
excluded and marginalised groups. The complexity
of such an impact is certain—with multiple
intertwined vulnerabilities and difficult access to
income and public services, the most vulnerable
groups found themselves even more excluded
from society. While statistical evidence is important
in understanding the magnitude of the impact,
such statistics suffer from several limitations. They
hardly capture the most deprived and excluded
groups of population®. They are not sufficiently
granular or come with a significant delay. The time
pressure and complexity of chaotic domain (where
cause and effect are unclear, and events are too
confusing) required the partners to act fast and use
new tools and typologies of data to make sense

of the experiences of people from the vulnerable
groups. In the Republic of Moldova these were

the thick data (via micro-narratives) and big data
(including mobility data, electricity use data and
earth observation data). Therefore, UNDP and its
partners decided to test the thick data and use it
to derive insights and eventually act upon the key
findings in order to find rapid solutions in support of
the most vulnerable.

UNDP Moldova partnered with Cognitive Edge and
the State Chancellery of the Republic of Moldova
in a joint effort to answer the question: “What is the
impact of COVID on the communities of Moldova?”
UNDP Moldova used thick data, referred to as
micro-narratives, alongside quantitative data
gathered through SenseMaker®. This method

is oriented towards identification of patterns
(including deviants), rather than achieving statistical
representation®. Therefore, the method works with
even small number of stories (hundreds) through
identification of clusters of stories™.

The approach combines narratives with people’s
own interpretation of their stories, done on a
massive scale. Data collection comprises two
steps. First, people relate their story in response
to the story prompt:.” What is the impact of COVID
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on your life?” In the second step people interpret
their stories using a set of quantifiers, by positioning
their stories against a set of questions. For instance,
they might be asked how their situation could

be improved—by better information, tools and
technologies, or cooperation between people.
Massive collection of stories (in hundreds, ideally in
thousands) allows this interpretation to happen on a
large scale, thus combining thick and big data into
rich ones.

We also ran a sensemaking community workshop
to facilitate further discussion, interpretation

and exploration of the data. The combination of
quantitative and qualitative data collection, through
SenseMaker®, allows for statistical patterns to
emerge and for the respondents themselves to
use the qualitative data as a narrative explanation
for the quantitative data gathered. The responses
to multiple choice questions enable further in-
depth analysis and the data to be filtered by
various demographic and content questions. The
framework itself was designed in a participatory
manner, taking into consideration the needs of the
key vulnerable groups of the population and the
fact that their “voices” should be an important part
of the analytical efforts to unveil the real impact
of the pandemic at the most granular levels.
Micro-narratives were collected mainly through
local partners, CSOs and academia and through
available online platforms, including the one for the
State Chancellery.

A total of 285 voluntary and anonymous stories

(a non-representative sample) were collected
during June—August 2020. Individual stories
inevitably referred to household and community
issues. A questionnaire block of the story

collected information about the storytellers and
their households. An absolute majority, 99% of
respondents lived in the country, primarily from

the previously identified vulnerable groups. Over
75% of the responses came from women. The age
of respondents was widely distributed. All but ten
households included one to five people, and over
half of these households contained no school-aged
children. The majority of households had a medium
income. About 66% of stories shared were marked
by respondents as negative, which means there
are still, perhaps surprisingly, positive stories in this
uncertain COVID pandemic period.
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Figure 3: Temporal focus of stories: past, present
and future
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Micro-narratives allowed sensemaking of the initial
impact of the COVID pandemic. Overall stories
had a pessimistic spirit and state of the mind with
66% of the shared stories outlining a negative
experience during the COVID period. At the same
time, a significant number of stories were viewed by
the respondents as positive—mostly involving the
benefits from online opportunities and receiving or
giving support to the community. At the same time
a worrisome one-third of the respondents did not
receive any help or support during the period.

“The organisation, ProMotori de ACASA, organised
a first-time event, brought together a diaspora
from the locality with beautiful ideas and initiatives.
Following the initiative to get involved in organising
the Children’s Day, in Budesti, with the involvement
of 80 families, grandparents, parents, children
(online), it was possible to identify a donor,

who contributed to the purchase of 80 gifts for
participants, in the amount of 8000 lei, inclusive,
including coverage of transport costs.” Female, 26-
35 years

The most important themes of the stories were
financial stability, healthcare and security. The
biggest challenges were getting correct information,
healthcare, and keeping in touch with people.
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COVID mostly affected personal well-being

and relationships, with slightly different patterns
forming depending on the respondents’ ages. For
respondents aged 26-35, equally important were
business and economic health, infrastructure and
services. For people over 65 years old--——mainly
personal well-being and relationships mattered.
Despite the nature of the pandemic, a reasonable
number of people expressed maintaining normal
living which could highlight some noncompliance
with the restrictive measures imposed during the
lockdowns (See Figure 5).

Nearly one-third of respondents believed that the
situation could be improved by better community
cooperation, but there was a small cluster of stories
highlighting the need for improved information.
This could be a weak signal for the existence

of fake news / miscommunication, which is
supported by the previous findings. Many of the
shared experiences focused on creating coping
strategies to get them through rather than on
curiosity and finding meaning. However, given the
prioritised challenges and largely negative nature
of experiences, these coping strategies could be
maladaptive.

People did not refer to trusting scientific reports,
which, accompanied with previous findings about
information, could again signal an issue with
miscommunication. People were more likely to trust
the community than governance. The findings also
showed more of an atomistic and individualistic
culture, where people were focused on themselves
rather than their communities and even less on the
economic well-being of the country.

Specific challenges arising from the data analysis
and interpretation in the sensemaking workshop
were related to the lack of trust in scientific
information, lack of access to quality and consistent
information, lack of specific support programs

for the most affected and vulnerable groups, the
often individualistic nature of people and weak
community engagement motivation, amongst
others. We would like to emphasise on two key
insights derived from the sensemaking sessions: the
access to information and importance of informal
networks and mutual support in such a crisis
situation.
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Figure 4: The greatest challenges in stories
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In the shared experiences, the greatest challenges were...
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Other 13
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Figure 5: Getting to a “new normal”
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living conditions
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Access to information

Although getting the right information was the top
greatest challenge during the reported period, the
importance of information was not given a high
priority. Information was not as important when it
came to the means of improving the situation: In
one-fifth of the stories, people believed that the
situation could be improved by clearer information
regarding what to do.

There were no suggestions in peoples’ narratives
regarding how the communication could be
improved. The stories referred to the overload of
information, which is hard to filter, the negative load
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and confusion of the information, psychological
exhaustion and frustration with people who did not
follow the security norms.

“COVID-19 created a lot of stress for me from
listening daily to the big flow of information, both
true and false. We, the elderly, are not able to select
the true information. That is why [ try to listen only to
the recommendations from specialists, whom | trust.”
Woman, 71 years old

“During the pandemic, | observed how a lot

of people are indifferent about what is being
communicated in respect to protection measures
(disinfectants, masks, social distancing).” Woman, 20
years old

This suggests that having more focused, consistent
and trustworthy information, combined with positive
examples could improve peoples’ well-being in the
time of crisis, as well as improve national respect of
safety norms.

Less than 10% of respondents referred to trusting
scientific reports in the pandemic (Figure 6),

which could be a weak signal for the presented
misinformation. In most of the stories, respondents
put their trust in local knowledge, rather than
Government advisories. The sensemaking
exploration led us to the conclusion that limited
trustworthy, consistent and accessible information
determined that people based their decisions

on personal judgements, rather than looking
individually for evidence (either from scientific
sources or from Government advisories).
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Exploration of gender and age profiles of stories
revealed slightly different patterns (see Figure 7).
Women showed a slightly larger propensity towards
trusting community and science reports, while men
were more inclined to trust government sources.
The mid-age group (26 to 55 years) put more trust
in scientific materials and government advisories,
while older generation (56 and older) show more
trust in community sources. This suggests use

of targeted information campaigns to provide
trustworthy information.

This also suggests that more scientific evidence
about COVID included in the communication,
especially through community knowledge networks,
could improve people’s trust in scientific evidence
and increase compliance with restrictions. In the
medium to long term, encouraging a research and
analytic mindset among the population through
public debates, education and civic participation
would support the shift.

Figure 6: Sources of information
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Access to help and support

Another important challenge was access to social
services and support to overcome COVID-19-
related problems and help, where one- third of the
respondents said that no solutions or help came.
The narratives tell us that people faced a lack

of support services and limited access to basic
services during the reporting period, including
health, education, social payments, etc.

Support from the Government was perceived by the
respondents as indirect support, e.g. the outcomes
following Governmental decisions, which increased
attention to teachers’ roles and the role of IT
solutions and related improvements. The stories
revealed that people expected the Government to
help, though little direct assistance came.

More than half (58%) of the respondents indicated
that COVID affected their personal well-being and
relationships, with higher incidences of this amongst
the elderly population. Younger respondents

said COVID also impacted their businesses and
economic well-being. This could mean people
needed solutions and help in maintaining healthy
well-being during the pandemic, with differentiated
solutions needed for various age groups.

The narratives showed that challenges differed
according to age and vulnerable groups; thus,
support interventions should be designed to meet
the specific needs of different groups (youth,
vulnerable women and young mothers, elderly,
people with disabilities, HIV positive).

Sources of solutions, marked by respondents,
strongly correlated to trust in various institutions (as
captured by the Public Opinion Barometer). Local
authorities were a source of solutions in the majority
of cases, and, therefore, they enjoyed one of the




