
 

Coronavirus: Will the UK really have highest
death toll in Europe, as a US study
suggests?
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Based in part on the Imperial College model, the British
government introduced physical distancing measures.
Credit: Neil Hall/EPA

Within four months, the UK will have 66,314
fatalities from COVID-19, according to a recent 
report from the University of Washingon's Institute
for Health Metrics and Evaluation (IHME). This
would result in the UK having the highest number
of fatalities out of any country in Europe—according
to the report, more than Italy (a total of 23,000) and
Spain (19,209). 

At first glance, this new model seems to suggest
that the situation in the UK is significantly worse
than appreciated. But in the past two weeks, we
have seen several other predictions, including an 
Oxford University model that suggests that more
than half the UK population may already have
been infected and an Imperial College model that
predicts up to 260,000 fatalities from COVID-19 if
the government had taken no action. 

Based in part on the data from the Imperial study,
the UK government adjusted its COVID-19 strategy

and began introducing closures and physical
distancing measures. The Imperial model predicts
that with these measures (including school
closures, stay-at-home orders and physical
distancing for the entire UK population) the number
of fatalities might only reach 20,000.

Only as good as your data

Prediction models are just estimates of what might
happen and a model is only as good as the data
that goes into it. The IHME model is based on the
current rate of COVID-19 fatalities in a given
country. This contrasts with many other models,
which predict fatality rates by extrapolating from the
number of reported cases, of which we have more
data but of questionable accuracy (see below). 

In Italy, the IHME model may be very accurate as
there is a large amount of data on fatality rates over
time. Yet in the UK there is a limited timeframe of
COVID-19 fatalities and so less data with which to
estimate future trends. 

The IHME is planning to continually update its
model using new data, so the model will probably
become more accurate over time. But at present,
the limited amount of data means that the IHME
model has a large range of possible outcomes, 
ranging from 14,572 to 219,211 deaths in the UK.
This puts the IMHE and Imperial models in roughly
the same range. 

A lack of accurate data

All current COVID-19 prediction models suffer from
a lack of accurate data on case numbers and
fatality rates. This is because many COVID-19
infections are mild, or potentially even
asymptomatic, and are often not identified as
confirmed cases. 
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https://covid19.healthdata.org/united-kingdom
https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.03.24.20042291v1
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/mrc-global-infectious-disease-analysis/news%E2%80%94wuhan-coronavirus/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/16/new-data-new-policy-why-uks-coronavirus-strategy-has-changed
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-action-plan
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2020/mar/25/coronavirus-exposes-the-problems-and-pitfalls-of-modelling
http://www.healthdata.org/covid
http://www.healthdata.org/covid
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/07/uk-will-be-europes-worst-hit-by-coronavirus-study-predicts


 

Estimates are that up to 86% of cases may not be
identified as COVID-19. This number may be even
higher in countries such as the UK that have only
been testing the most critical and at-risk cases.
Without knowing the actual number of infections, it
is not possible to determine an accurate case-
fatality rate and so the accuracy of many
predictions is limited. 

The IHME model attempts to avoid this limitation by
focusing only on fatalities. But there is a similar
concern that not all COVID-19 fatalities are being 
accurately reported. For example, people who pass
away at home having never been tested for
COVID-19 may not be included in some counts.
Additionally, the IHME model may miss new hot
spots of infection, as fatality numbers lag behind
case numbers by one to two weeks. 

At present, both case-based and fatality-based
prediction models are limited by the amount and
quality of the available data.

The worth of models?

While these models may not be able to accurately
predict the specific number of COVID-19 fatalities
over the coming months, they still offer a useful
glimpse of potential futures. For example, in none
of the predictions for the UK do we see fewer than
14,000 fatalities or more than 260,000 (if no
interventions were taken). This gives a context for
policy decisions and our collective actions. 

We like being able to quantify things and it is easier
to convince people of the importance of physical
distancing if we can say that it will save 236,000
lives.

This may not end up being the actual number but
the fact is that we are in the middle of a deadly
pandemic and it's clear that strong action is
necessary to save many lives. Does it matter if we
are acting to save 20,000 or 200,000? We needed
to act either way—and we have. When looking to the
future, we cannot tell how many will die of
COVID-19, but we can guarantee that it will still be
too many. 

This article is republished from The Conversation

under a Creative Commons license. Read the 
original article.
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https://science.sciencemag.org/content/early/2020/03/24/science.abb3221.full
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/05/us/coronavirus-deaths-undercount.html
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/model/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/fatality/
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/coronavirus-will-the-uk-really-have-highest-death-toll-in-europe-as-a-us-study-suggests-136017


 

APA citation: Coronavirus: Will the UK really have highest death toll in Europe, as a US study suggests?
(2020, April 10) retrieved 13 August 2022 from https://medicalxpress.com/news/2020-04-coronavirus-uk-
highest-death-toll.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private study or research, no
part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

                               3 / 3

https://medicalxpress.com/news/2020-04-coronavirus-uk-highest-death-toll.html
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2020-04-coronavirus-uk-highest-death-toll.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

