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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



• 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…



Non-covid deaths 
are below 
average

• Data from 23rd Feb
• Explanation on graph
• Title providing 

important message



But let’s drill 
down

• 48% extra deaths at home 
continue

• Two-thirds are not Covid

• What is the quality of these 
deaths?

• Note: use of ‘small multiples’





• Media obsession with 
daily 4pm 
announcement

• But this is ‘reported 
deaths’, which vary 
hugely by day of week 
(eg always low on 
Sundays and 
Mondays)

• Dashboard highlights 
‘date of death’



What is a Covid death anyway?

• Best to look at death certificates

• But inevitable delay, so not so ‘newsworthy’



What about trust?



Onora-O’Neill….

•Organisations should not be aiming to 
‘increase trust’  

•Rather, aim to demonstrate 
trustworthiness  







‘Taking back control’



The ‘Krebs list’

John Krebs was Chair of the UK Food Standards Agency through 
multiple crises

He advised to tell the media and public -

1. What you know - knowledge

2. What you don’t know - uncertainty

3. What you are doing to find out - plans

4. What they can do in the meantime to be on the safe side - self-
efficacy

5. That advice will change - flexibility



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



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 



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…. 





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





Philosopher Onora-O’Neill….

Need intelligent openness about information

•Accessible: people can find it
•Intelligible: people can understand it
•Useable: it answers their questions and concerns
•Assessable: it can be checked and explained


