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Media has a problem…

• The media has a huge impact on how Americans learn and perceive 
information about Covid-19

• Misinformation has a huge impact and can possibly lengthen the 
epidemic even further!



Fake news vs. badly portrayed information

• Identifying the scope of our project included making a decision to 
pursue “real news” and not “fake news”

• Which data sources are reliable?

• Is the intended information correctly communicated?

• Can we represent more information, simply?





Project Goals

• Identify a few mathematical or statistical concepts that were 
communicated poorly or were generally misunderstood by the media

• Clarify what could have or should have been communicated

• We focused on improved communication and how the media actually 
did mean to communicate well even if they didn’t in some cases

• Develop visual techniques for communicating these concepts
• Use of animation
• Use of maps/color
• Attention to language



Flatten the Curve: Original

The New York Times



Mathematica



Excel





Flatten the Curve: Original

The New York Times





Headlines: “peak” of COVID-19 infections

“Models indicate Georgia may have already passed COVID-19 
peak” – Gwinnett Daily Post (April 18, 2020)

“UNMC [University of Nebraska Medical Center] expert says 

Nebraska may have reached coronavirus peak, but [Governor] 

Ricketts urges caution” -- Grand Island Independent (May 15, 2020)

“Ohio May Have Hit Peak Of COVID-19 Cases This 

Weekend” – WVXU Cincinnati Public Radio (April 19, 2020)

“The Eight States Where Coronavirus Cases Have Fallen More 

Than 50 Percent From Their Peaks” – Newsweek (April 22, 2020)



The “Peak”

“At its peak, on April 2, Idaho reported 222 cases in a single day.” – Big Country News, April 15, 2020



Three Step Process Model

1

Finding an independent 
data source

• Removing bias

2

Visualizing the data in a 
clear format

• Raw count

• Summary statistic

3

Using visualization 
software

Design features for audience 
engagement 



Challenges







Media can keep science accountable

“This appearance of certainty is seductive when the world is desperate 
to know what lies ahead,” Britta Jewell of Imperial College and her 
colleagues wrote in their Annals paper. But the IHME model “rests on 
the likely incorrect assumption that effects of social distancing 
policies are the same everywhere.” Because U.S. policies are looser 
than those elsewhere, largely due to inconsistency between states, U.S. 
deaths could remain at higher levels longer than they did in China, in 
particular.

-STAT News



SCIENCE MEDIA PUBLIC


