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This month’s topic:  Point Estimates and Confidence Intervals 
 
Statistical inference can estimate the value of parameters (which describe a population, and are usually represented by Greek letters).  
For example, for all adult males in the world, one parameter is the mean height. The mean parameter of a population is commonly 
represented by µ.  It is rarely feasible to determine the true value of a parameter because that would entail making measurements on 
the entire population (i.e., measuring the height of all adult males in the world).  So, methods of estimating the values of          
parameters, such as point estimates (a single number used to estimate the parameter) have been developed. The parameter can be         
estimated using a formula shown to have good mathematical properties.  For the mean height example, sample heights of adult males 
would be measured and the average of the heights calculated.  The average (or sample mean,) is a point estimate of µ.  However, we 
don’t know how accurate an estimate this is.  Another sample would most likely give us a different estimate.  Without some   
indication of how much the estimated value of the parameter varies from sample to sample, the point estimate is of little value. 
 
In 1937, Dr. Jerzy Neyman discovered confidence intervals as a method of estimating parameters that combines the good 
mathematical properties of the point estimate with an indication of the variability of the estimate.  The typical form of a        
confidence interval is:  estimate ± margin of error.  The estimate is often the point estimate for the parameter and the margin of error 
(the width of the confidence interval is twice the margin of error) is a measure of how accurate the estimate is.  The margin of error 
is based on two factors, the variability of the estimate (a function in part of the sample size) and the confidence level (typically 95% is 
chosen).  Using a confidence interval, we could state that we are 95% confident that the true mean height of all adult males in the 
world is between two numbers that we calculate from our sample data using the formula for a confidence interval for the mean of a 
population.  Please contact Jane Johnson (jjohnson@kcom.edu) with suggestions for topics. 
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Welcome to the March 2003 Edition of Research Times.  My name is Jennifer Creer, 
and I am the new project coordinator of the Academic Administrative Unit in Pri-
mary Care grant.  I will be working directly with Dr. Beverly Tremain, Dr. Margaret 
Wilson, and Dr. Brian F. Degenhardt. 
 
I have a Master’s in English, with experience in manuscript preparation, proofreading, 
and research design.  I have lived in this area for eight years working both as an    
instructor at Truman State University and a special ed teacher at the Kirksville Junior 
High School.  In my free time, I am the not-so-energetic mother of three young sons.  
I am very happy to be here.  Many thanks to everyone who has helped to make me 
feel so welcome so fast.  I look forward to meeting you all.                               
                                                                              ~Jen Creer 
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