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The Challenge – From Data to Impact

• Understand the (raw) data

• Understand your decision-makers 

information needs 

• Understand decision-making processes 

and biases 
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First Things First

The development of a more 

technology-oriented 

approach to humanitarian 

action is essential – and 

inescapable – to take 

advantage of the 

opportunities to improve, for 

example, information 

gathering, analysis, 

coordination, action or fund-

raising. 

Bekele Geleta, Secretary-

General of the IFRC, World 

Disasters Report 2013 
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The setting: Data 
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The setting: Emergence
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Information Sharing – two perspectives

Individuals 
- seek information
- emergence
- risk has already occurred

Organizations
- seek control

- abide to processes, standards & norms
- risk of loss of control 

Tina Comes, & Anouck Adrot. (2016). Power as Driver of Inter-Organizational Information Sharing in Crises. 
ISCRAM2106. http://idl.iscram.org/files/tinacomes/2016/1344_TinaComes+AnouckAdrot2016.pdf

Communities and ICT as connect?
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Field Research? Some Results 



12

Research themes

Coordination

How are 
organizational 

decision processes 
across hierarchical 

levels, countries and 
clusters structured 

and aligned? 

Supply Chain 
Management 

How is information 
about needs and 
uncertain trends 

translated into aid 
delivered?

Information Collection and Sharing
How is information collected, filtered, 

processed, and transformed into action? How 
is it shared between actors and 

organizations? 

Understand 
Decision-Makers’ 

Information Needs

Increase the overall performance: 
More responsiveness, effectiveness, efficiency & 

resiliency
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Understand 

the Data



14

IM Principles

• Reliability

• Verifiability

• Interoperability

• Accessibility

• Sustainability

• Timeliness

• Relevance

• Inclusiveness

• Accountability

• Impartiality

• Humanity

• Reciprocity

• Confidentiality
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More information = Better decisions?

http://atlas.ecdc.europa.eu/public/index.aspx?Dataset=61&HealthT
opic=19&FixDataset=1&FixHealthTopic=1&StartTime=2014-
W21&Header=Custom01

http://cis-india.org/papers/ebola-a-big-data-disaster
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Understand the 

decision-makers’ 

information needs
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Addressing decision-makers’ needs

“Information is often not perceived as the most urgent or most vital. But without 
information there is no response, no help.”  

Interview Radyo Bakdaw



19



20



21

“In Syria, it is impossible to separate operational from 

strategic or political information. More than anywhere else, 

information is power here”

(Excerpt from interview with NN (NN) in Amman, May 2014.) 
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As there is a total lack of a protocol on how we should deal 

with information, the prevailing mode of official operation is to 

stick to secrecy – unless explicitly told otherwise by their 

superiors. 

(Excerpt from interview with NN (NN) in Amman, May 2014.) 
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This atmosphere of mistrust is ubiquitous, and 
hampers exchange even of such information that 
is common knowledge between all actors. 
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IM in Complex and Natural Disasters: 

Challenges

Natural disaster response:

• Fast, streamlined, automated production of standard 
products

• Reduced the flexibility in tailoring to actual needs, or even 
lack of clarity about the and lack of clarity about needs

• Access as driver of quality

Complex disaster response:

• Information sensitivity and a lack of adequate procedures 
to handle this

• Lowest common denominator in information product 
quality as only that information of which one is absolutely 
certain is being published

• Sensitivity and barriers to sharing as driver of quality

B. Van de Walle and T. Comes, “On the Nature of Information Management in Complex and 
Natural Disasters,” Humanit. Technol. Sci. Syst. Glob. Impact, vol. 107, pp. 403–411, 2015.
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Power, Politics, and IM

• Data a source of status, power, and control – there is no 

such thing as neutral or objective data. 

• Information is only a small part of the organizational 

decision making process.  Decision makers tend to 

simplify a problem, discard or re-interpret information to 

the point at which the problem is manageable in the given 

time and fits their perceptions. 

• Negotiations, habit, rules of thumb, and "muddling through" 

have far more influence on decision making than rational 

application of information.
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Understand 

Processes and 

Biases
Modeling/Muddeling through?
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Recognition Primed Decisions

• Experts choose plausible 

actions without analyzing 

many options

• Experts withstand time 

stress because they use 

pattern matching

• Experts can decide 

without analyzing courses 

of action 
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Features

• First option is usually workable and NOT 
random generation and selective retention

• Serial generation/evaluation of options; 
NOT concurrent evaluation 

• Satisficing, NOT optimizing
• Evaluation through mental simulation, NOT 

Decision Analysis 
• Focus on elaborating and improving options, 

NOT choosing between options
• Focus on situation assessment, NOT 

decision events
• DM primed to act, NOT waiting for complete 

analyses
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Concerns

• One cannot derive prescriptive statements from 

descriptive premises  what should you do? 

• Focus on experts, not on rationality principles… but 

what is an expert? 

• Computational model(s) and data?
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Gralla et al., 2016: Problem Formulation and Solution Mechanisms: A Behavioral Study of Humanitarian 

Transportation Planning. POMS, 25(1), 25-35.
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The Role of Sensemaking

• provide a framework to structure chaotic 

streams of information into meaningful 

patterns that are the basis for decision-

making 

• continuously on-going process, adding 

to the narrative of expected events or 

paths

• social activity 
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Review
 more than 100 scientific 

publications reviewed
 mapped on requirements of 

decision processes in disaster 
management from field 
research

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/T_Comes/publication
/294580982_Cognitive_Biases_in_Humanitarian_Sensemaki
ng_and_Decision-
Making_Lessons_from_Field_Research/links/56c210a708ae
2dc3eb882231.pdf
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“In decision-making you have to keep moving, you cannot sit 

still and reflect too long, by taking a decision you are moving 

and then you can adjust and learn.”

(Excerpt from an interview in the response to Typhoon 

Haiyan, Tacloban, December 2013). 
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Biases Across Disaster Phases

Bias Operational DM

Anchoring and 
insufficient 
adjustment 

High: decisions made at the onset of an
operation are based on uncertain or lacking
information. Given the time pressure, this is an
initially effective strategy. As initial decisions
provide the basis for the response, they have a
powerful impact. While decisions should later on
be adjusted in the light of new information, the
anchoring bias can prevent adequate adaptation,
and is particularly difficult to overcome if
combined with confirmation bias.

Wishful 
thinking and 
illusion of 
control

High in complex crises: the influence of
humanitarian aid in conflicts is limited.
Nevertheless, humanitarian narratives (internally
and externally) rely on the ability to alleviate
suffering inducing a motivational bias. This may
lead to neglect of risks and limited
communication with local actors or NGOs
with controversial views.

Dr. T. Comes 36
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“Headquarters want to control the game. 

And they want to choose their own 

reality.” (Excerpt from an interview of the 

author on the Syria Crisis, May 2014). 
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Bias Responders

Logical 
reconstruction 
and hindsight 
bias

High: driven by the need to
justify the efforts towards donors,
the public, and policy-makers there
is a tendency to provide
explanations that make the order
of events more predictable and
logical. Hindsight biases in this
case will combine cognitive and
motivational factors.
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How to turn data into decisions? 

Core points

• Timely detection of what is happening 
is critical

• Delegation of authority and 
providing related data and information 
up, down, and laterally is critical

• Plans are in constant modification
• Supporting confidence in a decision by 

the best possible timely 
information

• Know thy decision-maker: paths, 
narratives and frames to point at 
critical information
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QUESTIONS?

GET IN TOUCH !
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