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Introduction



Contextualization

“The bottom half of the world’s population owns the 
same as the richest 85 people in the world”*

* Source: O
xfa

m
 Interna

tiona
l, citing C

red
it Suisse, Ja

n. 2014



Source: Letouzé, 2014, based on primary and secondary sources

What do we know about poverty trends?





Are official stats more than shadows in the cave?



December 18, 2012



“We are at the 
beginning of what I 
call The Industrial 
Revolution of Data.”
Joe Hellerstein , 
November 19, 2008 Hal Varian’s nowcasting, GDP 

and light emissions paper.…

Line shows returns for “Big Data” on Google Trends between 2007 and 2014; 100=maximum value







Source: Letouzé and Pestre, 2014, based on primary and secondary sources



Circa 2010-12: the 3 Vs of Big Data



Stock of world data?
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1. Big data crumbs

2. Big Data capacities

3. Big Data community

Now: the 3 Cs of Big Data

i. Exhaust

ii. Web

iii. Sending 

Source: Letouzé, 2012, 2014



Movement of an individual in 
Rwanda over 4 years using CDRs (Source J. Blumenstock, 2010)





The new data ecosystem



1. Early warning

1. Real time awareness

1. Real-time feedback

Applications

Source: Letouzé, 2012

Taxonomy of applications (1):



1. Descriptive

1. Predictive

1. Prescriptive

Source: Letouzé, Vinck and Meier, 2013

Taxonomy of applications (2):



National
Statistical

Institutes carry
out surveys

Telefonica team
used their data to
‘predict’ SELs from
Cell Phone Usage

Predict the
present (SELs for
non‐surveyed
regions) and 
monitor the
future (track
changes over

time)

Survey from “a 
major city in 

Latin America”

Source: “Prediction of Socio-Economic Levels Using Cell-
Phone Records” (Telefonica research, 2011) 



Promoting a people‐centered Big Data Revolution 











(Another) great case re opportunities vs. challenges: 
Google Flue Trend’s (over) prediction

Source: Lazer, David, Ryan Kennedy, Gary King, and Alessandro Vespignani. 2014. The Parable 
of Google Flu: Traps in Big Data Analysis. Science 343, no. 14 March: 1203-1205.



(1) Sample bias correction

Ex: Buckee, Eagle et al (2013): 
“The impact of biases in 
mobile phone ownership on 
estimates of human mobility”

Technico-methodological frontier:



Technico-methodological frontier:

(2) Causal inference for 
“agile development”

Ex: M&E and complex 
interventions and systems



Implications



Implications



…by that Gary King means: it’s about the analytics

Jonathan Glemmie, The Guardian, Oct 3, 2013

Technolocratic & humanistic/politics 



“Official statistics assumes a key role in ensuring 
democracy and fostering social progress…[should] 
”provide society with knowledge of itself” 

Enrico Giovanni—former President of Istat

“Knowledge is power; statistics is democracy”
—Former President of Statistics Finland





SciDev.Net’s Spotlight on Big Data for Development, April 15th, 2014

Conclusion


