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I used to do statistical methodology….

until I was philanthropically funded in 2007…..
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Data does not speak for itself



Just up to March 5th



Non-covid deaths 
are below 
average



ILI -
“Influenza-
like illness





But let’s drill 
down

• 25% extra non-Covid
deaths at home 
continue

• What is the quality of 
these deaths?



• National statistics and public health organisations have 
(mainly) done an amazing job in getting stats out!

• Huge demand from media for comments from ‘experts’

• I’ve been part of weekly press briefings run by UK Science 
Media Centre

• Most journalists have acted well

• But tricky to remain ’non-aligned’

• Constant need to say ‘not what I know about’

It’s been a busy time…



• Significance



The McConway and Spiegelhalter guide for 
statisticians talking to the media about Covid
1. Get media training

2. Don’t be lured out of your comfort zone

3. Beware of ‘just a chat’ 

4. Beware of being set up for a pre-selected quote

5. Make friends with journalists

6. Don’t be pulled into someone else’s argument

7. Being a statistician is assumed to mean that you know every number…

8. Stick to explaining

9. Control the nit-picking

10. Sound human

11. Keep off the (statistical) jargon

12. Get a ‘critical friend’

13. You’ll get things wrong. Don’t agonise about that

14. Don’t be shy about complaining



Learning the hard way through repeated 
mistakes…



Too much attention…

May 6th: Boris Johnson in PMQs 
I would echo what we have heard from Professor 
David Spiegelhalter and others: at this stage I do not 
think that the international comparisons and the 
data are yet there to draw the conclusions that we 
want.



Later that day…

May 13 Keir Starmer in PMQs
This is what Professor Spiegelhalter said at the 
weekend, and we need to think about it:
“we should…use other countries to try and learn 
why our numbers are high”



Some attempts at communication





In the first wave, what have been the death rates 
in the population (ie catching it and then dying)?



Very strong age-gradient

In first wave, those 
over 50 on average 
experienced extra 
risk roughly 
equivalent to 5 extra 
weeks of normal life



What about the chance of dying IF you catch it? (IFR) 



•Back in March I said that the risk, if you caught 
Covid, was similar to the risk of dying this year 
from other causes

•This was misinterpreted!









What about the chance of dying IF you catch it? (IFR) 



Availability of data can have unintended 
consequences…



But 50,000 from 
5,000,000 is 1%, 

not 0.1%....

18th November 2020



What about trust?



Onora-O’Neill….

•Organisations should not be aiming to 
‘increase trust’  

•Rather, aim to demonstrate 
trustworthiness  





Part of demonstrating trustworthiness..

• .. is admitting uncertainty about what we 
know 
• Could be a range about a number
• Or an acknowledgement of limited quality 
of evidence



Too much precision?

• Different estimates of R from 8 
groups

• Using essentially same data, 
different models

• Precise estimates (narrow 
intervals)

• But cannot be accurate, as don’t 
all overlap

• Intervals are based on assuming 
model assumptions are true

• Too confident!
• “All models are wrong, but 

some are useful”



UK What Works 
Centres

“Star ratings” for quality/strength of evidence for effectiveness of policies



Sage on Covid interventions (S0770)

Requirement for use of face covering outdoors
Very Low impact on community transmission. 
High confidence.

Closure of places of worship / community centres
Potential reduction in Rt of up to 0.1, though precise 
estimation very difficult
Moderate confidence.



1. Inform, not persuade

2. Balance but not false 
balance

3. Disclose uncertainties

4. State evidence quality

5. Pre-bunk misinformation 
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Communicating the potential benefits and harms of 
the Astra-Zeneca COVID-19 vaccine



Weighing up the potential benefits and harms of the Astra-Zeneca COVID-19 vaccine

For 100,000 people
with low exposure risk*

ICU admissions due to COVID-19 prevented 
every 16 weeks:

0.8

Age group

20-29yr

30-39yr

40-49yr

50-59yr

60-69yr

70-79yr

Serious harms due to the vaccine:

0.8

0.5

0.4

0.2

2.7

5.7

10.5

14.1

0.2
* Based on coronavirus incidence of 2 per 10,000: roughly UK in March

9.1

1.1



Conclusions

• Data literacy is a vital skill in modern life
• The Covid crisis has made this even clearer!
• Statisticians have shown themselves to be 
helpful and without strong agendas



Be careful speaking to the media…



In December on the Today 
programme, discussing possible 
Christmas rules

• I said that raised voices could spread the virus

• So maybe singing may be banned?

•Also might be a good idea to ban family arguments

• This was a joke

•By 9.25 am…. 




