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My job as Dir. of Epidemiology: 
Provide information & predictions
• Current situation
• Near term: What may happen in the next 2 weeks or months?
• Long term: Is the worst behind us? How bad might it get? 
• “Today’s most relevant point”



My COVID situation review process:
It takes a village ... of data sources
1. Stats & trends: Global, US, Indiana, Marion County 
2. Variants’ relative prevalence & growth
3. Levels of current prevention efforts
4. Predictions, models
5. Latest studies

Goal: Combine data & context into overall prediction 
 Quantify degree of confidence in that prediction



Preparing Today’s USA COVID Forecast:
Worldwide trend in reported cases

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2021/world/covid-cases.html Accessed: 2023-06-13

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2021/world/covid-cases.html


Preparing Today’s USA COVID Forecast:
Country trends in reported cases

https://ourworldindata.org/explorers/coronavirus-data-explorer Accessed: 2023-06-13

https://ourworldindata.org/explorers/coronavirus-data-explorer


Preparing Today’s USA COVID Forecast:
US cases, admissions, % positive, deaths

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2021/us/covid-cases.html Accessed: 2023-06-13

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2021/us/covid-cases.html


Preparing Today’s USA COVID Forecast:
Dominant Variants

https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/covid-variants-area?country=~USA Accessed: 2023-06-13 https://covid.cdc.gov/covid-data-
tracker/#variant-proportions 

Accessed: 2023-06-13

https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/covid-variants-area?country=%7EUSA
https://covid.cdc.gov/covid-data-tracker/#variant-proportions
https://covid.cdc.gov/covid-data-tracker/#variant-proportions


Today’s USA COVID Forecast Conclusion:
Improving. Monitor new variants outcomes
• Cases declining:

• Worldwide
• In countries with similarities to USA
• In USA

• USA % positive, hospitalizations, & deaths declining
• New variants rapidly displacing prior variants

Conclusion: there is low, decreasing risk. Wildcard: severity from new 
variants.

https://covid.cdc.gov/covid-data-tracker/#variant-proportions Accessed: 2023-06-13

https://covid.cdc.gov/covid-data-tracker/#variant-proportions


Context Matters: Interpretations can change with 
context, especially in dynamic situations
Graph: COVID # cases & % positive tests 
(USA)
• Early & late in pandemic, mostly high risk 

patients tested
• High risk → High % positive

• % positive tests (bottom) changed how it 
indicated COVID spread (cases, top)

• Early pandemic: mostly severe cases are tested
• Mid pandemic: almost everyone is tested
• Late pandemic: mostly severe cases are tested

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2021/us/covid-cases.html Accessed 2023-06-13

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2021/us/covid-cases.html


Theme: Analytics don’t provide certainty but 
are still informative
• Expect minor changes in data
• Think of statistics as estimates, not precise facts
• A statistic’s meaning changes as conditions change

“Uncertain” does NOT mean “Uninformative”



Guidance for consumers of
disease forecasts
• Build relationships before the emergency
• Validate (check reputation, compare) before trusting an information source
• For current estimates

• Compare to statistics from the past or from other places
• Use rates, not counts. Pay attention to denominators (ask “among who?”)
• Expect evolving situations to change interpretations of data
• Filter out unlikely causes. Ask for evidence and likely magnitude of impact of the cause.
• Ignore minor changes in data. Ask, “Does the difference matter for decision making?”

• For models & predictions
• Demand degree of confidence & rationale
• Ask about model assumptions. What would change results or invalidate the model?
• Ask about the limits of a model’s generalizability. Who does it represent?



Real-time situation assessment

• World trend in cases & deaths
• Trends is countries with similarities to USA
• US cases, admissions, % positive, deaths
• Changes in dominant variants
• Variant “nowcast”

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2021/world/covid-cases.html
https://ourworldindata.org/explorers/coronavirus-data-explorer?zoomToSelection=true&time=2021-05-27..latest&facet=none&country=USA%7EGBR%7EFRA%7EESP%7EITA%7EDEU%7EJPN%7ECAN%7EOWID_EUR%7EMEX&pickerSort=desc&pickerMetric=population&Metric=Confirmed+cases&Interval=7-day+rolling+average&Relative+to+Population=true&Color+by+test+positivity=false
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2021/us/covid-cases.html
https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/covid-variants-area?country=%7EUSA
https://covid.cdc.gov/covid-data-tracker/#variant-proportions
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