
 

Experts say standardized data are needed to
effectively manage the COVID-19 pandemic
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In the age of COVID-19, decisions that affect our day-to-day lives are
influenced by analyzing numbers and data. For example, the COVID-19
positivity rate (the percentage of people who test positive for the virus
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out of the total number tested) influence whether or not businesses may
open to the public, or, if schools should offer virtual, hybrid or in-class
learning. Data are critical for strategizing, planning and implementing
the policies and procedures needed to respond to the crisis and keep
people safe. But what happens if different organizations are using
different definitions to track the same data? Now, in a commentary
published online Dec. 23, 2020, in the Journal of Hospital Medicine, J.
Matthew Austin, Ph.D., M.S., and Allen Kachalia, M.D., J.D., highlight
how the lack of standardized definitions for many key measures needed
to manage the public health response can lead to debate, confusion and
politicization of pandemic data.

During the early stages of the pandemic, Austin and Kachalia, at the
Johns Hopkins Armstrong Institute for Patient Safety and Quality, began
to question the methods used to report the number of positive
COVID-19 cases in Maryland, as cases were being reported publically by
the day the test result was known—not by the day the test was
conducted. In turn, this got them thinking about how the decisions that
were being made regarding how to collect and report these data could
have a serious impact on how people work and live.

"This is not about a right way or a wrong way of collecting these data,"
says Austin, a faculty member at the Armstrong Institute and assistant
professor of anesthesiology and critical care medicine at the Johns
Hopkins University School of Medicine. "What we're advocating is a
standardized way of collecting and analyzing data so that we can
effectively manage this pandemic and future ones."

In their commentary, Austin and Kachalia propose, among other
recommendations, that health care officials in the United States create a
consensus task force to identify and define metrics and, over time, refine
them—based on the prevailing science and public health priorities. They
believe that once metrics are standardized, public health leaders and
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health care organizations will be able to use the improvements in
performance and outcomes to identify which strategies are best suited
for future public health planning and actions.

  More information: J Matthew Austin et al. The Need for
Standardized Metrics to Drive Decision-making During the COVID-19
Pandemic, Journal of Hospital Medicine (2020). DOI:
10.12788/jhm.3549
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