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Student Learning Objectives

Experimental Errors and Statistics

Calibration Results for a 2.0-mL Transfer Pipet

1.998 mL 1.991 mL

2.001 mL 1.999 mL

2.003 mL 1.998 mL

1.997 mL 2.002 mL

On what basis should one or more of the data points be rejected?

Usually in a series of measurements one or more values deviate significantly
from the general cluster.  Take, for example, the 1.991 mL pipet calibration result
above.  It is very appealing to reject this data point because of the lack of agreement
with the other values.  However, data should never be discarded simply to reduce the
standard deviation or RMD and make the measurements appear to be more
reproducible.  Often such outlying values can be attributed to some flaw in the
experiment.  For example, if you know that some precipitate was lost during the analysis
of one sample or that the meniscus was just below the calibration line when filling the
transfer pipet for one delivery, rejection of the result in such cases is justified.  However,
if there is no obvious explanation for the disparate result, it is useful to apply a statistical
test to decide whether to retain or to reject the suspect data point.  A number of
statistical tests have been suggested and used to determine whether a measurement
should be rejected, however, data rejection tests must be used judiciously, especially
for small data sets such as your typical lab results.  One such test that is easy to apply
and that works reasonably well for rejecting one data point from a small data set is the
Q test.  For this test a quotient (Q) is calculated, then Qcalc is compared to tabulated
values (Qtab); see table below for values of Qtab (referred to as Qcrit in the table) at
various confidence levels.  If Qcalc > Qtab, you can be confident that the suspect data
point should be rejected.

Qcalc is determined in the following way.

http://www.csun.edu/~hcchm003/321/321LO91013.pdf
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For the 1.991 mL value that is suspect,

At the 90% confidence level, Qtab = 0.468 for 8 measurements, so Qcalc > Qtab and this
value should be rejected.  However, it cannot be rejected at the 95% confidence level. 
Remember that only one data point can be discarded per data set by the Q test. 

Another statistical test that is often used with larger data sets is based on the
normal error curve.  First, calculate the average and standard deviation without the
suspect value. Then determine if the suspect point is within ±3σ of the mean.  If it is not,
reject the value.

Check for Understanding 2.4 Solutions

1. What is the average, RMD and 90% confidence interval for the remaining 7
pipet calibration results?

2. What is the statistical basis for rejecting a point by a ±3σ test?

http://www.csun.edu/~hcchm003/321/Check2.pdf
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Comparing Replicate Measurements

Imagine that you have calibrated your 1-mL autopipet and from 5 measurements
you get a mean value of 0.998 mL with a standard deviation of 0.004 mL.  Another
student calibrates this same pipet and from 7 measurements gets a mean value and
standard deviation of 1.007 ± 0.006 mL.  Are these two results statistically different, or
could these results occur by chance?  This question can be answered using a t test in
which you compare tcalc with ttable.  If tcalc > ttable then the difference is significant with a
certain level of confidence.  For two sets of data consisting of n1 and n2 measurements
with averages xG1 and xG2 and standard deviations s1 and s2, tcalc is obtained by:

where

and xi and xj represent individual values for the first and second set of data,
respectively.

The value of ttable is gotten from the t table for n1 + n2 - 2 degrees of freedom. 
These calculations assume that s1 and s2 are not significantly different from each other. 
This is determined by using the F test, where F is defined as:

Note that s1 is chosen to be larger than s2 so that F is always $ 1.  Fcalc is then
compared to Ftable (see F Table below), and if Fcalc < Ftable, then the standard deviations
are not significantly different.  However, if Fcalc > Ftable, the standard deviations are
significantly different, and a different formula must be used to get tcalc.
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For the two sets of autopipet calibration data,

(for 6 degrees of freedom in the
numerator and 4 degrees of
freedom in the denominator)

so the standard deviations are not significantly different and
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Since tcalc > ttable this means that the difference in the two calibration values is significant
at the 95% confidence level.

Propagation of Errors

Generally an analysis result is based on several different measurements, each
with its own error.  The overall result should be reported to a number of significant
figures that properly reflects the errors associated with the various measurements.  Two
rules of error propagation apply.

Addition/Subtraction Rule:

If only the operations of addition and subtraction are involved, the absolute error in the
result (e) is calculated as in the following example.

Note that the absolute error (uncertainty) in the result is generally reported with one
significant figure.  The result is then rounded off to the same place as this figure.)

Multiplication/Division Rule:

If only the operations of multiplication and division are involved, the absolute error in the
result (e) is calculated as in the following example.
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Recall that the relative error equals the absolute error divided by the quantity
associated with the absolute error.  For example,

Consequently, the relative error associated with a result gotten by multiplication/division
can be calculated by:

This expression emphasizes the importance of relative errors when rounding off results
to the proper number of significant figures.  The measurement with the largest relative
error primarily determines the relative error in the overall result.  In general, an analysis
result should be rounded off so that the implied relative error is comparable to the
largest relative error associated with the experiment.  For a calculation involving mixed
operations (both multiplication/division and addition/subtraction), apply one of the above
rules, as appropriate, to each step as you work through the calculation.  Do not round
off the intermediate results, however, take note of the appropriate number of significant
figures for the intermediate result. 

Exercises for Experimental Errors and Statistics

Check for Understanding 2.5 Solutions

1. How should an experimental result of 29.6518% be rounded off to reflect at
least 4 ppth relative error in the measuring process?

2. For the following, calculate the absolute error and use this to round off the
result to the appropriate number of significant figures.

a) (36.2 ± 0.4)/(27.1 ± 0.6)

b) (25.0 ± 0.1)(0.0215 ± 0.0003) - (1.02 ± 0.01)

http://www.csun.edu/~hcchm003/321/Check2.pdf
http://www.csun.edu/~hcchm003/321/Exercises2.pdf

