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INTRODUCTION
The COVID-19 pandemic revealed significant gaps in the available data
cities need to effectively respond to both the health emergency and to
the devastating secondary social and economic impacts of the crisis.
This failure has been especially devastating for low-income families, the
elderly and small businesses. Without publicly available and detailed
data, policymakers cannot efficiently and effectively target recovery
efforts to the communities most in need or plan for future crises.
Communities Speak seeks to solve the shortage of publicly-available
microdata for creating data-driven policy solutions at the local level. 

RESULTS/FINDINGS

OBJECTIVE

We aim to expand community data
collection in cities, in order to increase
government’s capacity to develop policy in
response to unanticipated economic and
social shocks. In turn, our goal is to
improve government’s responsiveness to
the needs of low-income and minority
populations as well as small businesses,
who tend to experience the greatest
adverse impacts from these shocks.

We closed our most recent iteration of the individual survey at the end of August, 2021. We
received over 750+ valid responses from New Yorkers across the city. 

METHODOLOGY

Our surveys will regularly collect data
at the scale of an individual person,
household, small business, or
organization. Collecting targeted
individual-level, microdata through
surveys of individuals and small
businesses allows for an in-depth
and differentiated understanding of
socio-economic issues among
diverse demographic groups and
small business types. 

Researchers
The Principal Investigators on this project include Professors Ester R. Fuchs, Sarah Holloway,
Robert Y. Shapiro, Noémie Elhadad and Michael A. Nutter at Columbia University. The
project is managed by Ashley MacQuarrie-Tomey and supported by seven graduate
students at Columbia University's School of International and Public Affairs.

Affiliations
Communities Speak is a collaboration between the Urban and Social Policy Program at the
School of International and Public Affairs and the Department of Biomedical Informatics,
CUIMC at Columbia University. The project works with a city-wide network of community
organizations and not-for-profit partners.

WHY MICRODATA?

Data can serve as an extremely powerful
tool to set city government priorities, and
inform decision-making and target new
solutions.  According to the World Bank,
microdata “allows [for] in-depth
understanding of socio-economic issues
by studying relationships and interactions
among phenomena.” Macro-level data in
particular misses important nuances that
vary at the intersection of different
variables such as ethnicity, socioeconomic
status, and gender. 

Communities Speak strives to improve
government performance and residents'
lives to enable this kind of policy-making
and opportunity through microdata
collection and analysis and by providing
evidence-based policy recommendations
grounded in community involvement.

CONCLUSION

Communities Speak will empower New York
City officials to plan for recovery.
Specifically, this project will enable local
leaders to define needs, identify vulnerable
communities, assess the best method to
deploy resources, and measure the
satisfaction of residents by collecting critical
data via surveys and carrying out analyses.

Communities Speak has developed a
framework and practical tool for city
governments and policy makers to collect,
analyze, and share policy relevant micro-
level data. The data collection and analysis
framework can be adapted by any city,
enabling local governments to develop
evidence-based policy in partnership with
their residents.
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https://datahelpdesk.worldbank.org/knowledgebase/articles/228873-what-do-we-mean-by-microdata

