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Abstract: 
Understanding the trajectory of the daily numbers of deaths in people with CoVID-19 has been 
essential to decision-making on how to respond to the CoVID-19 pandemic.  Every day the UK 
Government publishes a figure for the number of deaths that occurred within 28 days of a 
positive coronavirus test.  This figure represents the number of deaths that have been reported in 
the preceding 24 hours, rather than the number that occurred within the previous 24 hours.  The 
notification of a COVID-19 death is subject to a reporting delay, which is typically several days, but 
can be as long as several weeks.  Consequently, the deaths reported in a 24-hour period are a 
mixture of deaths that occurred that same day, the preceding day, two days earlier, a week 
earlier, and even deaths that occurred over a month earlier.  This makes the published daily 
numbers difficult to interpret as an indicator of trends in CoVID-19 mortality. 
 
This problem of reporting delay also afflicts reports of positive CoVID-19 tests and reports of 
various other infectious diseases, e.g. Dengue Fever.  Several statistical methods have been 
developed for adjusting observed numbers of events (e.g. deaths) to account for reporting delay, 
a task sometimes called `nowcasting'.  These methods need to be flexible enough to deal with the 
peculiar reporting patterns of the data and the way these patterns change over time. 
 
Researchers in the MRC Biostatistics Unit have adopted and adapted a recently proposed 
Bayesian model for nowcasting, and have been using it to provide regular estimates of the 
numbers of CoVID-19 deaths in England on each day, broken down by age stratum and 
region.  When using such models for real-time nowcasting, several issues arise, including that of 
judging how accurately the model has been performing, especially in recent days.  This PhD 
project will be an investigation of such issues. 
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Start Date: Michaelmas Term 2021 (all applicants) 
 
All application queries regarding eligibility should be directed to phdstudy@mrc-bsu.cam.ac.uk  
 
How to Apply: Applications should be made on-line via www.graduate.study.cam.ac.uk/applicant-
portal selecting course details MDBI22 PhD in Biostatistics 
 
Deadline for applications to be considered in the initial round of recruitment: 7th January 2021 
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