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ABSTRACT

This study investigates the socio-economic
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the
residents of a municipality in the Region of
Central Macedonia in Greece. Conducted
during 2021-2022, the field research focused
on how the citizens perceive, approach, and
evaluate their socio-economic situation (qual-
ity of life), access to health and social servic-
es, facilities for persons with disabilities, en-
vironmental challenges, and other factors, in
light of the effects of the recent financial and
health crises. To achieve this, a customised
guestionnaire was developed, a telephone-
based opinion survey was conducted, and
responses from a sample of about 3000 resi-
dents were collected and analysed.

KEY WORDS: CCOVID-19 Impact, Social Inclu-
sion, Economic Resilience, Social Cohesion,
Persons with Disabilities, Local Development,
Opinion Research.

MEPIAHWH

H napouoa perétn EeTddel ToV KOIVWVIKOOTKOVOUI-
k6 avtiktuno ts navonuias COVID-19 otous ka-
toikous evds dnpou otnv Mepipépeia ts Kevipikhs
Makedovias otnv EMada. H épeuva nediou npay-
patonolnBnke tv xpovikh nepiodo 2021-2022 kai
EMKEVIPWONKE OTOV TPAMO LE TOV 0nofo 01 NOATTES
avuiapBévovral, npoaeyyifouv kal aflohoyolv v
KOIVGVIKOOIKOVOWIKA  TOUS Katdotaon (no1otnta
{wns), v npdoBach o unnpeaies uyeias kar Koi-
VWVIKES unnpeoies, ts unobopés yia ta dropa e
avannpia, us nepIBAMOVTIKES NMPOKANCEIS Kal GA-
Aous napdyovtes, OeOopEVOU TwV EMMTWOEWY TS
NPOO(ATNS OIKOVOUIKAS KA1 UYEIOVOHIKAS Kpions.
Ma tous okornous autous, eknovhBnke €181kd epw-
TNUATOAGYI0, BIEEAXON TNAEPWVIKA €PEUva KOIVAS
YV@UNS Ka1 CUYKEVTPWBNKav kar avaAubnkayv ana-
vtnoels and éva deiyua nepinou 3000 Katoikwv.

AEEEIL-KAEIAIA: Emnwwoeis s COVID-19,
Kowvawwvikn ‘Evtagn, Oikovopikh  AvBekukotnta,
Kowvwvikn  Zuvoxn, Tomkn Avanwén, Epeuva
Kowns Tvapns.
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1. Introduction

he COVID-19 pandemic had profound and far-reaching effects on both social and economic life

across the globe. Its impact touched nearly every aspect of society, from daily routines to global
economies. Nicola et al. (2020) observed diminished workforce across all economic sectors, stagna-
tion in development, scarcity in commodities and manufactured goods but also higher demand in
the food industry and medical supplies. They summarised COVID-19's socioeconomic consequences
on specific sectors of the international economy (primary sectors, secondary sectors, tertiary sectors,
quaternary sector), cited the response measures of the EU, US and UK authorities, and concluded in
the necessity of relief measures and resilient governmental leadership. Delardas et al. (2022) reach-
ing similar conclusions in their research, noted reduced productivity and material shortages, supply
disruptions but also their findings pointed to intensive innovative activity and novel ways of work-
ing in order to boost financial resilience. In their model, Martin et al. (2020) state the importance
of governmental financial aids on restraining poverty rate increases and maintaining the standards
of social welfare. This was also supported by Almeida et al. (2021) in their assessment of the fiscal
policy measures on household’s disposable income in the EU, mentioning that policy interventions
can help mitigate the pandemics' impact on inequality and poverty. Moreover, Baptista et al. (2021)
supported that stimulus interventions proved to be crucial in order to effectively manage social im-
plications such as tackling poverty in the EU, supporting social inclusion of vulnerable social groups
and reducing inequalities. Another dimension worth mentioning is the findings of Flor et al. (2022)
that observed gender disparities in health, social, and economic aspects. The issued travelling re-
strictions and general lockdowns in the pandemic period, although deemed necessary for the public
health by the experts, caused severe disruptions in many economic sectors. This was especially true
in Greece, where tourism represents one of the country's most important economic sectors, the
imposed restrictions created fears for much greater economic recession compared to the earlier
economic crises (Vouloutidou et al., 2021). Vouloutidou et al. (2021) also noted the importance of
financial relief measures coming from government financial aid to ease the economic repercussions
to the median household income.

On a different note, Agrawal et al. (2020) have highlighted the effects of COVID-19 on the
professional skills and requirements of employees. Specifically, it is described the necessity to
build up critical workforce capabilities in different levels of employment (managers, associates,
workers, etc.) to ensure the resilience of organisations. Similar findings from Li (2022), show that
providing all individuals with opportunity to obtain new skills is prerequisite in order to create
and maintain stronger, more equitable and inclusive economies and communities. The impor-
tance of upskilling and continuous training, as means of social cohesion and prosperity within
the community, is also supported in the work of Skamnakis & Kostas (2020) drawing attention to
the urgency of formulating techniques of life-long education as the central focus for further de-
velopment and life-long employee development is presented as a new approach to social policy.

The social and economic impacts of the pandemic can be briefly summarised, based on
the above cited works, as follows (Agrawal et al., 2020; Martin et al., 2020; Nicola et al., 2020;
Almeida et al., 2021; Baptista et al., 2021; Vouloutidou et al., 2021; Delardas et al., 2022; Flor
et al.,, 2022): a) Changes in Social Interactions: social distancing, quarantines and lockdowns,
virtual connections; b) Mental Health Effects: anxiety and stress, loneliness, grief; ¢) Educational
Disruption: school closures, educational inequality, impact on young people; d) Changes in Work
Culture: remote work, workplace health and safety, job insecurity; e) Global Economic Downturn:
supply chain disruptions, unemployment, recession; f) Changes in Consumer Behaviour: impact
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on small businesses, changes in spending, shift to e-commerce; g) Government Responses and
Economic Stimulus: monetary policy, fiscal stimulus; h) Long-Term Economic Shifts: digital trans-
formation, reshaping global trade, inequality and poverty, financial market volatility.

Survey researchers have debated the fundamental idea of public opinion and its connection
to mass survey data since the beginning of the scientific study of public opinion (e.g., Bryce,
1888; Park, 1972; Habermas, 1989). Opinion research is the process of collecting, analysing, and
interpreting sample data about people's opinions, beliefs, attitudes, and preferences on various
topics. A sample that is carefully constructed could provide a realistic representation of the total
population (Gallup, 1948). The selection of polling and opinion survey techniques have to be
conducted appropriately and in a strong correlation with the current trends of society in order to
provide reliable data for decision making (Osborne & Rose, 2003). Traditional survey research may
become less important in the new era of public opinion research. The socio-political environment
in which public opinion researchers work is evolving due to the widespread use of new technolo-
gies like social media and mobile devices (Murphy et al., 2014).

In the current study, the opinion research survey was carried out using a quantitative research
method, which took into account all the required conditions to ensure a smooth conduct and
safeguard the processing of its results. According to Lampiri-Dimaki & Papachristou (1995); Lazos
(1998); Kiriazi (2001); Paraskevopoulou-Kollia (2008); Wolf et al. (2016); Babbie (2018); Sakellaro-
poulos (2019), quantitative research methods (particularly in social sciences), analyse the number
and quantity of occurrence of the object (phenomenon) under consideration, include precise mea-
surements and strict control of variables aiming to collect data through recording to mainly extract
data statistics. Quantitative research is a highly effective method for describing and examining
objective characteristics of the population under study, as well as gathering accurate and valid
data that leads to findings and conclusions. Furthermore, quantitative research operates within
a predetermined and strict framework, with limited flexibility for alterations once the research
has commenced. This quantitative research was conducted using a standardised questionnaire,
enabling the researchers to reach a substantial portion of the population, ensuring the effective-
ness of the study. The structured questionnaire was carefully designed, ensuring that it was concise
with small, closed-ended questions, that the correlation between the questions and the overall
context of the research was clear, that the flow and sequence were maintained smoothly, that the
questions were phrased simply and clearly for full understanding, that double-barreled and leading
questions, which could result in incorrect answers, were avoided, and that no questions requiring
high specialised knowledge were included, nor any questions that could put the respondents in
an uncomfortable position. The closed-ended questions were paired with predetermined answer
options, allowing the respondent to select the one that best reflected their situation and opinion.

The pilot research, conducted to identify and rectify potential errors, played a vital role in
its ultimate success. During this step, ambiguities, confusing terms, difficulties picking answers,
a lack of expertise about the research topics, difficulty understanding the questions, and other
concerns were discovered. Consequently, the use of this unique quantitative research approach,
combined with the thoughtfully designed questionnaire, ensured maximum impartiality, validity,
and reliability of responses, contributing significantly to the success of this study.

The Field research (opinion research survey) was conducted during 2021-2022 to examine
the opinions and views of the residents of a municipality in the Region of Central Macedonia,
Greece, on how they perceive, approach, and evaluate their socio-economic situation in light of
the effects of the recent financial and health crises (quality of life, access to social and health
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services, environmental issues, criminality, culture, civilisation, volunteering, etc.). Beyond the
basic indicators, citizens' perspectives are particularly important, as significant changes occurred
in society, the national economy, and local economies over the twelve-year period from 2010 to
2021. The findings can serve as a valuable tool for authorities to support decision-making and
improve their related policies.

The study included analysis and correlation to the living space in the examined area of respons-
es regarding quality of life, access to social and health services, facilities for Persons with Disabilities
(PwD), environmental issues, criminality, culture, volunteering, etc. Data analysis and research find-
ings highlighted significant factors and parameters affecting the community, alongside insights
into the perspectives of residents across diverse social and economic backgrounds. These results
could serve as a guide for the development of targeted policies by local and regional authorities.

The study area was a municipality in the Region of Central Macedonia in Greece, and the
data collection period lasted in the years 2021-2022. The sample was 2998 inhabitants (91,9%
living in urban areas and the remainder in suburban areas/villages), which included 65,9% fe-
males and 34,1% males. The inhabitants in poverty risk were 1884 (62,8%), the disabled inhabit-
ants were 383 inhabitants (12,8%), the migrants/refugees were 34 inhabitants (1,1%) and the
drug users (current, ex) were 28 inhabitants (0,9%).

According to the EUROSTAT glossary with the term AROPE - "at risk of poverty or social ex-
clusion" (European Union, n.d.), we are referring to the aggregate of individuals who are either at
risk of poverty, highly materially and socially disadvantaged, or residing in a home with extremely
low labour intensity. In Greece, the financial criteria, on an annual basis, in order for someone to
be considered “at risk of poverty” must not exceed the amount of €4.917 (for individuals) and
€10.326 (for a household of two adults and two dependents). Based on the statistics provided
from the Hellenic Statistical Authority (ELSTAT), the percentage of those meeting the financial
criteria corresponds to 17,9% of the Greek population (in the ELSTAT data, the income includes
allowances and other social benefits, which were probably not taken into account by the par-
ticipants in their answers). The aforementioned data reveal a significant discrepancy, which may
be explained by the participants' reluctance to answer some more personal questions (being
even worried about potential telephone fraud), the fact that a high percentage of respondents
were not employed and answered from home (non-work), and the age of the distribution of the
sample, predominantly between 65 and 79 years of age. The interpretation is further supported
by the corresponding correlation between high unemployment rates and elevated poverty rates.

2. Research Methodology

2.1 Basic elements of methodology - variables
he sample of 3.000 respondents is sufficiently high for a population between 25.000 and
80.000 people, as the minimum acceptable sample size for confidence level of 95% and er-
ror margin of 5%, is 394 and 398 respectively, with regards to applying the method of Yamane
(1967) as referred by Israel (2013), and Osahon & Kingsley (2016). Similarly, for the improved
margin of error being set at 3%, the minimum acceptable sample size is between 1.064 and
1.096 respondents respectively.
The initial collection design involved fieldwork with questionnaire-based personal inter-
views. Owing to the restrictive measures imposed to contain the spread of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, in-person data collection was not permitted in 2021, and it was decided to conduct the
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research by phone and online. The collected data were entered to a database, were assessed and
analysed for a range of parameters using a spreadsheet (EXCEL) and statistical analysis software
(PSPP), and high-risk conclusion assessment controls were identified.

The variables measured included: 1. the sex; 2. the age; 3. the marital status (single/liv-
ing with parents, single/living alone, married/living with family, divorced, other); 4. the children
(minors, adults and minors, adults, adult dependents, none); 5. the educational level (illiterate,
elementary school, secondary school, technical school, institutes of vocational training, univer-
sity, MSc, Ph.D.); 6. the residence (rent, property, hosting); 7. the area of residence and city/village
and municipal unit; 8. Citizenship; 9. the employment (unemployed, self-employed, employed
in the public/wider public sector, employed in the private sector, loss of previously held capacity,
inactive/unable to work); 10. the form of employment [unemployed, informal (non-legal)], pre-
carious, flexible (part-time, temporary, seasonal), inactive [(unable to work), formal (legal)]; 11.
the employment sector (unemployed, primary, secondary, tertiary, other).

Moreover, other measurement variables were: 12. the income (individual, family) and annual
amount of income (i. have no income, ii. up to €4.917, iii. €4.918 - €6.000, iv. €6.001 - €10.326,
v. €10.327 - €20.000, vi. €20.001 - €40.000); 13. the disability (yes, no); 14. the existence of
addiction (yes, no) and the type of addiction (none, smoking, alcohol, gambling, drugs, other);
15. the access to social / medical services (medical, social, both, none); 16. the participation in a
volunteer club / group (yes, no), with what object (amateur sports, blood donation, culture, help
to the needy, support for the disabled, help for immigrants, etc.); 17. the impact of COVID-19 on
personal and family financial situation (negative, positive, not at all, very negative, very positive);
18. The impact of COVID-19 on personal and family social status (negative, positive, not at all,
very negative, very positive); 19. the impact of COVID-19 in general on the economic situation in
the society of the municipality (negative, positive, not at all, very negative, very positive); 20. the
impact of COVID-19 in general on the social, cultural situation in the society of the municipality
(negative, positive, not at all, very negative, very positive).

Furthermore, extra measurement variables were: 21. the level of criminality and safety in the
municipality in general (very low, low, high, very high); 22. the level of criminality and safety in the
municipality (Do you feel safe living in the Municipality? - very low, low, high, and very high); 23. the
question: What affects crime? (Unemployment, unemployment due to COVID-19, unemployment-
foreigners, lack of policing, etc.); 24. the question: What is your opinion about the environmental
problems in the municipality? (very few, few, many, too many); 25. the question for list, if possible,
the three most important environmental problems, ranking them from the most significant to the
least significant; 26. the question: Are you experiencing any local issues where you live or work?
(yes, no) and specialization in “Yes"; 27. the open question about the evaluation of the accessibility
in urban infrastructure for Persons with Disabilities (PwD) in the municipality in general.

The final measurement variables included the following open-ended questions: 28. general
issues of dependency on the municipality; 29. descriptive information about volunteering in the
municipality; 30. descriptive data on quality of life, culture, and sports in the municipality; 31.
general descriptive information about the immigration of third-country nationals to the munici-
pality (categorised as A. Europe: e.g., AL, RUS, SRB, etc.; and B. non-European countries); 32.
general descriptive information about social issues or problems in the municipality; 33. descrip-
tive data on crime and citizens' sense of security in the municipality; 34. ideas for addressing the
societal consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic in the municipality; 35. suggestions for ad-
dressing other potential societal issues in the municipality (beyond those related to COVID-19).
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2.2 Research sample - demographics

For the purpose of this article, we present 15 selected parameters (1, 2, 3, 5, 7, 9, 10, 11, 12,
13, 14, 17, 18, 19, 20) of the 35 measurable variables listed above, in the following graphs and
tables.

These parameters range from demographic data to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic
on the personal and family financial or social situations.

Graph 1. Demographic data of participants (Age)
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Graph 1 illustrates the measurement variable 2, which represents the age distribution of the
survey participants. The largest age group that was involved in our survey falls within the 65-79
age range, accounting for 32,8% of respondents. Moreover, participants aged over 40 comprise
more than 70,0% of the total sample. This outcome is likely related to the fact that the survey
was conducted primarily in the mornings through phone calls to households, which led to a
higher response rate from older individuals. These respondents also demonstrated greater will-
ingness to participate in the survey compared to other age groups, who exhibited higher refusal
rates due to various factors, such as lack of time or unwillingness to engage.



SociaL CoHESION AND DEVELOPMENT [45]

Graph 2. Demographic data of participants (Education Level)
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Graph 2 depicts measurement variable 5, which pertains to the educational level of the
participants. In the sample, only 22,73% of respondents had attained higher educational de-
grees, including university qualifications and advanced degrees such as MBAs, MScs, and PhDs.
Meanwhile, 67,70% had completed only compulsory education in Greece (primary and secondary
school). Ninety-five percent of the respondents answered this question. The proportion of indi-
viduals with higher education levels in the sample is slightly lower than the OECD (2023) data,
which reports that 34,56% of the population aged 24-65 hold a university degree or higher. This
discrepancy can be attributed to the relatively high proportion of respondents over 65 years old,
as enrolment rates in higher education were lower in previous decades compared to more recent
ones. However, the correlation remains consistent. Additionally, the percentage of holders of
higher education degrees was higher in the urban areas. Meanwhile, the percentage of individu-
als with secondary education aligns closely with the OECD (2023) findings at the national level
(45%).
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Graph 3. Demographic data of participants (Employability Status)
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Graph 3 categorises respondents based on the area of residence (urban, municipality) and
employment status. Among those residing in the municipality, 42,8% were categorised as “un-
employed”. The private sector shows 13,2%, the public sector 9,6%, and 28,0% is linked to
“other”.

The figure is higher than the average in Greece; however, it is explained due to the fact that
many respondents were in temporary suspension or lost their job due to the crisis, while others
were reluctant to answer the survey honestly, and the distribution of the sample also affected the
outcome as employed individuals were at work during the morning survey calls.

The unemployment rate among individuals aged 40-54 was 19,47% higher than that of the
15-24 age group and 4,12% higher than the 55-64 age group. This discrepancy can be attributed
to younger individuals more easily securing non-permanent jobs that typically do not require
significant credentials, such as waiters, while those over 55 benefit from special employment
programs offered by the Greek Public Employment Service. Furthermore, women experienced an
unemployment rate 27,8% higher than that of men.



SociAL CoHESION AND DEVELOPMENT

(47]

Graph 4. Income of the participants
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According to the income data presented in Graph 4, 42,66% of participants reported “no
income” at all. When combined with the percentage of those who reported “income below
€4.917", then we have 62,84% of participants living at risk of poverty or social exclusion.

This outcome is closely linked to the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, which resulted in job
losses and reduced opportunities for seasonal employment due to limited business turnover. Ad-
ditionally, some respondents may have chosen not to provide accurate answers - an issue commonly
observed with personal questions during phone surveys, compared to those conducted in person or
in public settings, where respondents may feel more secure providing detailed information.

Graph 5. Effects of COVID-19 on the financial status of the citizens
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As shown in Graph 5, respondents were asked to describe the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on the society of the municipality they reside in. An overwhelming majority, 75,52%,
reported a negative impact, with 38,2% answering “very negative”, and 37,3% "negative”. In
contrast, only 2,5% of respondents described the impact as “positive” or “very positive"”.

The described approach can be attributed to the fact that the outbreak of the COVID-19
pandemic triggered a public health emergency with severe socio-economic repercussions. Be-
yond its significant impact on vulnerable sectors of the economy, the pandemic also dealt a heavy
blow to individual families. Many residents reported pre-existing survival challenges due to the
economic crisis and the transition to the digital age, which were exacerbated by the new corona-
virus. The necessary measures implemented to curb the spread of COVID-19, such as mandatory
home confinement, led to a rapid decline in income for numerous families.

3. Research Findings

3.1 Findings - selected parameters

he tables below continue the presentation of selected measured variables and parameters.

It is important to note that percentages are calculated based on the total of each category,
and only main categories are presented; therefore, they do not sum to 100%. The total number
of participants includes 2615 non-PwD (People without Disabilities/general population) and 383
PwD (Persons with Disabilities), accounting for 12,78% of the sample, which is fairly close to
the national average of disabled people in Greece, where 10,2% report feeling significantly re-
stricted in performing daily tasks due to health problems, and 14,0% report experiencing moder-
ate restrictions in carrying out such tasks (European Commission, 2022). Specifically, among the
general population, there are 872 males and 1.743 females, while in the PwD group there are
150 males and 233 females. Among the PwD respondents, only 233 out of 383 (60,8%) reported
having access to social benefits. This finding may reflect the general perception that such benefits
are directly associated with expectations of financial support. Additionally, 28 participants, rep-
resenting 0,9% of the total sample, reported being currently or formerly addicted to substances.

Table 1. Educational status of PwD compared to general population

Male+Female Illiterate Tertiary MSc/MBA phD
General Population 30(1,1%) 482 (18,4%) 70(2,7%) 17 (0,7%)
PwD 10 (2,6%) 63 (16,4%) 8(2,1%) 2(0,5%)

Table 1 presents the educational status of Persons with Disabilities (PwD) in comparison to
the general population according to answers given by the respondents. Among PwD, 16,4% have
completed some form of tertiary education (universities, colleges, technical training institutes, or
vocational schools). Conversely, only 2,6% of PwD pursued advanced degrees (MScs, PhDs, etc.).
These rates are comparable to those observed in the general population, indicating that educa-
tional attainment among PwD aligns closely with broader societal trends, despite potential barriers.

Among illiterate individuals, the rate of PwD is 136% higher than that of the general popu-
lation. This significant disparity likely reflects the challenges faced by PwD with more severe
health conditions, highlighting the critical need for targeted interventions to address educational
barriers and promote literacy within this group.
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Table 2. Existence of addiction/s in PwD compared to general population

Males+Females Have some addiction/s
General Population 870 (33,3%)
PwD 131 (34,2%)

Another finding presented in Table 2 is the prevalence of addiction/s among PwD compared
to the general population. The data show that 34,2% of PwD have noted some form of addiction
(smoking, alcohol, gambling, drugs, etc.), a rate similar to that observed in the general popula-
tion. This finding suggests that addiction is a pervasive issue, affecting individuals regardless of
disability status. However, it is important to note that this was a sensitive topic for many respon-
dents. Despite assurances regarding the protection of personal data, some participants may have
been hesitant to provide detailed or accurate answers, likely due to stigma or discomfort associ-
ated with discussing personal issues such as addiction. This reluctance may have resulted in un-
derreporting, suggesting that the actual prevalence of addiction could be higher than reported.

Table 3. Income status of PwD in comparison to general population

Males+Females No Income <4.917€ 4918€ - 10.327€ - 20.001€ -
10.326€ 20.000€ 40.000€

General Population | 1.116 (42,7%) | 532 (20,3%) 858 (32,8%) 44 (1,7%) | 65(2,5%)
PwD 163 (42,6%) 73(19,1%) 128 (33,4%) 10 (2,6%) 9(2,3%)

The income indicators presented in Table 3 represent a critical parameter of the sample, re-
vealing that 61,7% of PwD are living at risk of poverty or social exclusion. Comparable findings are
observed in the general population, with 63,0% of the respondents reporting financial vulnerability.

These results highlight the pervasive economic challenges faced by both PwD and the general
population. For PwD, limited access to stable employment and additional costs related to health-
care or accessibility needs likely contribute to their finandial insecurity. Similarly, the elevated risk
of poverty among the general population reflects broader socio-economic challenges, potentially
exacerbated by the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic, including job losses, reduced income
opportunities, and economic instability. These findings underscore the need for targeted policy in-
terventions to address systemic financial inequities and promote social inclusion. Recognising that
disability does not equate to incapability for work, such an approach could significantly contribute
to local development. By increasing the workforce available to the market, it would likely add value
to local enterprises and organisations, both through direct labour contributions and enhanced
social corporate responsibility policies. This, in turn, could lead to a higher local GDP (Gross
Domestic Product) driven by increased consumption. Moreover, family members of PwD, who
belong to the general population, would benefit from more opportunities for work and other
activities due to the increased availability of personal time.
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Table 4. Marital and living status of PwD in comparison to general population

Males+Females Divorced Single / Living Single / Living Married
alone with parents
General Population | 462 (17,7%) 429 (16,4%) 76 (2,9%) 1.529 (58,5%)
PwD 80 (20,9%) 55(14,4%) 13 (3,4%) 215 (56,1%)

Table 4 presents the marital status of PwD in comparison to the general population, includ-
ing whether they live alone or with their parents. In the sample, 56,1% of PwD were reported
to be married, and 38,7% were either divorced or single. Tables 5 and 6 provide a more detailed
breakdown of this parameter, offering a gender-based comparison.

The relatively high percentage of married individuals (56,1%) among PwD indicates a level
of social integration, suggesting that disability does not necessarily preclude marital relation-
ships. The combined percentage of divorced or single individuals (38,7%) may reflect challenges
PwD face in maintaining long-term relationships, potentially linked to the additional demands
and stresses associated with disability. The findings, when compared to the general population,
reveal minor differences. For instance, a slightly proportion higher of PwD are divorced or live
with their parents compared to the general population. Conversely, fewer PwD live alone or are
married, although these differences are also minimal.

While living alone may not be difficult for the general population, it has complications for
PwD, thus, the 14,4% of them (living alone) is an important part and should be taken into con-
sideration when designing related policies (i.e., provide benefits for independent living).

Table 5. Marital and living status of male PwD in comparison to the males of
the general population

Males Divorced Single / Living alone or with parents Married
General Population | 140 (16,1%) 198 (22,7%) 498 (57,1%)
PwD 33(22,0%) 27 (18,0%) 85 (56,7%)

Table 6. Marital and living status of female PwD in comparison to the females
of the general population

Females Divorced | Single / Living alone or with parents Married
General Population | 322 (18,5%) 307 (17,6%) 1031 (59,2%)
PwD 47 (20,2%) 41 (17,6%) 130 (55,8%)

Tables 5 and 6 reveal minor but noteworthy findings. In the general population, divorced
women outnumber divorced men, whereas in the PwD group, divorced men are more prevalent
than divorced women. Additionally, in the general population, the proportion of men who are
single or living alone or with their parents is significantly higher than that of women. In contrast,
within the PwD group, these rates are nearly equal across genders. Lastly, in both the general
population and the PwD group, married men slightly outnumber married women.
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The higher prevalence of divorced women in the general population aligns with broader
societal trends, where women may initiate divorce more often. Conversely, the reverse trend
observed in the PwD group, with more divorced men, may reflect the added pressures of caregiv-
ing responsibilities or challenges of maintaining partnerships when one partner has a disability.

The nearly equal rates of single or cohabiting men and women in the PwD group differ
from the general population, where men are more likely to live alone or with parents. This could
indicate a shift in traditional gender roles among PwD, perhaps due to shared reliance on family
or external support systems.

Finally, the slightly higher proportion of married men in both groups may reflect traditional
gender roles, where men are more likely to receive familial or societal support to sustain a marital
relationship, even in the presence of disabilities. Women, by contrast, may demonstrate greater
independence when required.

Table 7. Employment status and employment category of male PwD in com-
parison to the males of the general population

Males Unemployed Self- Public Sector | Private Sector | Non active
employed
General 312 (35,8%) 71(8,1%) 97 (11,1%) 120 (13,8%) 40 (4,6%)
Population
PwWD 57 (38,0%) 13 (8,7%) 10 (6,7%) 9(6,0%) 9(6,0%)

Table 8. Employment status and employment category of female PwD in com-
parison to the females of the general population

Females Unemployed Self- Public Sector | Private Sec- | Non active
employed tor

General 800 (45,9%) 34 (2,0%) 163 (9,4%) 238 (13,7%) 9(0,5%)
Population

PwD 112 (48,1%) 7 (3,0%) 18 (7,7%) 30(12,9%) 2(0,9%)

Tables 7 and 8 provide insights into employment status and employment categories by
gender for Persons with Disabilities (PwD) and the general population. Among the male PwD
population in the sample, 21,4% reported t being employed, whether in the private or public
sector or as self-employed. In contrast, 44,0% identified as either unemployed or non active in
the workforce.

For the female population of PwD, 49,0% have been recorded as either unemployed or non-
active, while 23,6% reported some form of employment, including private sector, public sector,
or self-employment.

Unemployment rates are notably higher among women compared to men, irrespective of
population category. Additionally, self-employment is almost three times more common among
men in the PwD group than among women. However, women in the PwD group are more likely
than men to be employed in the private or public sector.
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The higher unemployment rates among women with disabilities mirror general labour
market trends, where women often face greater challenges in accessing employment, including
caregiving responsibilities, social biases, or lack of opportunities. Similarly, the notable gap in
self-employment rates suggests that men with disabilities may have greater access to resources,
networks, or confidence to start and sustain their own businesses. The higher proportion of
women working in the private or public sectors could indicate that women with disabilities are
more likely to seek structured employment environments, possibly due to the stability and ben-
efits these roles often provide.

These findings highlight the need (i) for targeted interventions to reduce unemployment
among PwD, especially women, by providing access to training programs, flexible working condi-
tions, and support for entrepreneurship, and (ii) encouraging self-employment opportunities for
women with disabilities could help address the stark gender gap in this area. Further analysis
could explore the barriers preventing women with disabilities from pursuing self-employment
and the factors enabling men with disabilities to succeed in this area.

Table 9. Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the personal & family financial

situation

Sub-area | Very negative | Negative | Notatall | Positive | Very positive | N/A | Sum

DAO1 43% 33% 22% 1% 1% 0% | 100%
DAQ2 44% 36% 17% 3% 0% 0% | 100%
DAO3 29% 44% 25% 2% 0% 0% | 100%
DA04 30% 54% 16% 0% 0% 0% | 100%
DAQ5 39% 29% 32% 0% 0% 0% | 100%
DAO6 42% 36% 20% 2% 0% 0% | 100%
DA07 42% 23% 27% 0% 0% 8% | 100%
DAOS8 44% 41% 15% 0% 0% 0% | 100%
DAQ9 38% 36% 24% 2% 0% 0% | 100%
DA10 35% 36% 23% 4% 1% 1% | 100%
DA11 35% 32% 30% 3% 0% 0% | 100%
DA12 32% 41% 21% 6% 0% 0% | 100%
DA13 34% 39% 27% 0% 0% 0% | 100%
DA14 37% 37% 18% 4% 4% 0% | 100%
DA15 40% 40% 19% 1% 0% 0% | 100%
DA16 38% 46% 14% 2% 0% 0% | 100%
DA17 42% 37% 18% 3% 0% 0% | 100%
DA18 67% 33% 0% 0% 0% 0% | 100%
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Graph 6. Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the personal & family financial
situation
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Table 9, along with Graphs 6 and 7, illustrate the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on
personal and family financial situations across different district areas (DA) within the municipal-
ity. Significant variations are evident between the areas, with notable disparities linked to the
social and economic status of each district. Poorer families living in disadvantaged neighbour-
hoods reported feeling the negative financial impact of the pandemic more acutely compared to
wealthier families residing in affluent areas.

These findings highlight the uneven financial impact of the COVID-19 pandemic across the
municipality, with poorer families in disadvantaged neighbourhoods experiencing more severe
effects than wealthier families. This disparity can be attributed to pre-existing socio-economic
inequalities, where low-income households often lack financial buffers, stable employment, or
access to support systems that could mitigate the pandemic’s economic challenges. Conversely,
wealthier families typically have greater resources to withstand such disruptions, including sav-
ings, diversified income sources, and better access to remote work opportunities.

This trend underscores the critical role of social and economic structures in shaping commu-
nity resilience during crises. It also emphasises the need for targeted policy measures to support
vulnerable populations in disadvantaged areas.

Table 10. Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the personal & family social

situation
Sub-area Very Negative | Notatall [ Positive | Very positive N/A Sum
negative

DAO1 38% 44% 14% 4% 0% 0% 100%
DAQ2 30% 48% 22% 0% 0% 0% 100%
DAO3 32% 38% 28% 2% 0% 0% 100%
DAO4 35% 54% 11% 0% 0% 0% 100%
DAQ5 39% 39% 21% 0% 0% 1% 100%
DA06 38% 44% 17% 1% 0% 0% 100%
DAOQ7 35% 50% 15% 0% 0% 0% 100%
DAOS8 36% 47% 13% 2% 2% 0% 100%
DAQ9 40% 41% 17% 2% 0% 0% 100%
DA10 37% 46% 17% 0% 0% 0% 100%
DA11 29% 52% 16% 3% 0% 0% 100%
DA12 29% 47% 24% 0% 0% 0% 100%
DA13 39% 51% 10% 0% 0% 0% 100%
DA14 44% 41% 11% 0% 4% 0% 100%
DA15 35% 50% 13% 0% 1% 1% 100%
DA16 41% 43% 16% 0% 0% 0% 100%
DA17 39% 39% 18% 3% 0% 1% 100%
DA18 33% 33% 0% 33% 0% 1% 100%
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Graph 8. Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the personal & family social

situation
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Table 10, along with Graphs 8 and 9, depicts the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the
personal and family social conditions across various district areas (DAs) within the municipal-
ity. The data reveal significant differences between areas, with notable variations linked to the
socio-economic status of each district. Families in economically disadvantaged neighbourhoods
reported experiencing the negative social effects of the pandemic more intensely than those in
affluent areas.

These findings underscores the unequal social impact of the COVID-19 pandemic across
the municipality, with families in poorer neighbourhoods bearing a greater burden compared to
those in wealthier areas. This disparity can be traced to existing socio-economic inequalities, as
low-income households often lack sufficient resources, stable jobs, or access to support systems
to cushion the pandemic’s social and economic effects. In contrast, wealthier families are typi-
cally better equipped to handle such disruptions due to their access to savings, diversified income
streams, and remote work opportunities.

This pattern highlights the vital influence of social and economic frameworks in determin-
ing community resilience during times of crisis and underscores the need for targeted policies to
assist vulnerable groups in underserved areas.

3.2 Research limitations

The restrictions implemented to curb the spread of the novel coronavirus necessitated changes
to the data collection method, shifting from in-person collection to telephone communications.
This adjustment introduced challenges with certain queries, resulting in incomplete responses to
some questions.

Completing the questionnaires posed structural difficulties in accurately and efficiently re-
cording responses. Questions related to sensitive topics such as income or living arrangements
(e.g., income, living alone or with family, etc.) created a sense of insecurity among respondents
during the Q/A process. This discomfort led to some questions going unanswered or responses
deviating partially from reality.

The data and findings thus reflect the perception and approaches of the respondents, con-
strained by the limitations and weaknesses of the modified collection method. Additionally, cer-
tain responses may reflect the current situation or mindset of the respondents more than an
objective reality.

Consequently, while the findings may not fully represent the recorded reality for all ques-
tions, they offer valuable insights. These insights can serve as a useful tool for local and regional
authorities, as well as other services, to enhance their policies and address community needs
more effectively

4. Conclusion - Discussion
ublic perceptions of social indicators frequently differ from officially recorded data, influenced
by factors such as media and social networks. For instance, perceptions of crime rates or
service quality may be negatively skewed and deviate significantly from official evaluations, such
as recorded police offences. Addressing this gap requires effective communication strategies to
align public perceptions more closely with reality.
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Developing and implementing a dynamic and modern information plan could enhance the
dissemination of accurate data related to these indicators. This would ensure that the public's
understanding of social indicators better reflects objective realities, fostering informed opinions
and reducing misinformation.

The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated existing socio-economic inequalities across different
district areas within the municipality. Families in disadvantaged neighbourhoods faced more
severe financial and social impacts compared to their counterparts in affluent areas. This un-
derscores the urgent need for policies aimed at reducing systemic inequalities and fostering
economic resilience.

Persons with Disabilities (PwD) faced heightened challenges during the pandemic, with a
significant proportion (61,7%) living at risk of poverty or social exclusion. Despite comparable
educational attainment rates between PwD and the general population, disparities in employ-
ment opportunities and access to social benefits highlight critical areas requiring targeted inter-
ventions to promote inclusion and reduce barriers.

The findings indicate that women, particularly those with disabilities, experience notably
higher unemployment rates compared to men. Moreover, the stark gender disparity in self-em-
ployment among PwD suggests the need for tailored programs to encourage and support entre-
preneurial activities, particularly for women.

The data analysis and field research findings underscore significant shifts in socio-economic
factors and parameters for the community as well as residents' perspectives on particular issues
from a variety of social and economic backgrounds. The results offer a data-driven basis for tar-
geted policy-making aimed at enhancing social inclusion, economic recovery, and community re-
silience, underscoring the pandemic’s profound effects on local socio-economic structures. Thus,
the results of this study can be a tool to support decision-making by the respective authorities
and to improve their related policies, addressing employment, social benefits, and accessibility
for PwD, coupled with targeted economic recovery programs, which could enhance social cohe-
sion and mitigate long-term impacts.

Engaging residents in open discussions about local challenges -such as environmental is-
sues, public infrastructure, and volunteering-, can yield innovative solutions. These collaborative
efforts can be transformed into comprehensive strategies that enhance the quality of life and
foster local development.

Beyond crime and violence, other agencies, such as Social Welfare Services, can similarly
benefit from aligning public perception with official data, using hybrid models to integrate di-
verse data sources for effective decision-making.

Engaging the community in the collection and development of proposals for special topics
(e.g., sport facilities, neighbourhood parks/pocket parks, synergies and collaboration between the
Municipality and organisations of civil society, and innovative actions to support the local economy,
etc.), can yield invaluable ideas. Open discussions can enrich these proposals, transforming them
into comprehensive interventions to enhance the quality of life in the neighbourhoods.

Interventions, or surveys targeting specific population groups (e.g., Roma, immigrants, etc.),
are practically impossible to be carried out (or with the minimum satisfaction and credible re-
sponse) without the cooperation of a corresponding cultural mediator, who understands their
mentality (and the language, if the case), their special traditions, and their general philosophy.
Such mediators are essential for collecting credible responses and ensuring the successful imple-
mentation of research initiatives within these communities.
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Finally, surveys involving personal data should ideally be conducted in person, in order to
ensure their maximum possible validity. While telephone surveys (as in the case of the pres-
ent surveys) were the only viable option due to pandemic-related restrictions, a combination
of methods, including on-site surveys, is recommended for achieving better balance in age and
employment status distribution.
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