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Estimating Population Variance: theoretical approach and
using Monte Carlo simulation

1. The mean, standard deviation and variance of a sample of readings

(See Chapter 5, section 5.1 in ‘Introduction to Uncertainty in Measurement’, by Les
Kirkup and Bob Frenkel)

In statistics the term ‘population’ is used in a more general sense than in ordinary
English, where it refers to a large number of living creatures, often humans. In the more
general statistical sense, a population is often a very large number, or an infinite number,
of possible readings or measurements. For example, a factory may have produced ten
thousand steel ball bearings of a particular size. Because of unavoidable variability in
the manufacturing process, the precise sizes of individual bearings will vary slightly,
even though they are all intended to be ‘nominally’ the same size. We therefore
have a population of ten thousand sizes. As another example, a high-quality digital
multimeter (DMM) may be measuring the voltage of a battery and displaying it to
six or seven decimal places. Because the voltage is not perfectly stable, and because
there may be electrical ‘pick-up’ or interference from surrounding equipment or TV
and radio transmissions, the displayed voltage fluctuates and may show a drift. In this
second example, where we can in principle continue endlessly taking measurements, the
population of voltages is evidently infinite.

How do we describe or characterise a population? The two obvious descriptions that
immediately come to mind are: the average value and the range of values. The average
value is more commonly given the technical term mean value and is often denoted by
the Greek symbol µ (‘mu’). The range of values is the difference between the maximum
and minimum values, but the practically more useful and more common measure of the
‘spread’ of results is the standard deviation of the population, and this is often given
the Greek symbol σ (‘sigma’). The standard deviation is not the same as the range of
values; in fact the standard deviation is less than the range by a factor that is generally
between (roughly) 3 and 4.

If the population, of size N , contains N readings x1, x2,...xN , the mean reading µ is
defined as

µ =
x1 + x2 + ...xN

N
=

∑N
i=1

xi

N
. (1)

The symbol Σ denotes summation and is a very commonly used shorthand expression
in mathematics.

The standard deviation σ of the N readings is defined as

σ =

√

∑N
i=1

(xi − µ)2

N
. (2)

For example, consider the (absurdly small!) population of size N = 4 and comprising
the readings x1 = 1.0, x2 = 1.1, x3 = 0.9 and x4 = 1.2. Then we have µ = 1.05 and
σ = 0.112 for this population. The range of values is 1.2 − 0.9 = 0.3.
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Consider another population, also with N = 4, but with the values x1 = 0.7, x2 = 1.3,
x3 = 1.6, x4 = 0.6. This population also has mean µ = 1.05, but its standard deviation
σ is σ = 0.415. The standard deviation is larger than for the first population, and this
is evidently how it should be, since although the second population has the same mean,
its range of values is 1.6 − 0.6 = 1.0, more than three times as large as for the first
population.

With a large or infinite population, we evidently cannot afford the time nor the
resources to measure every single member of the population. We therefore have to make
do with a relatively much smaller sample from the population. We denote by n the
size of the sample, with n << N . An immediate and rather obvious question arises.
Unless we are fortunate in our choice of sample, the mean x̄ of our sample will not be
exactly equal to µ (although we expect them to be fairly close to each other). So if we
take a large number of samples, will the average of the resulting large number of sample
means x̄ tend towards the ‘true’ population mean µ, or will this average be ‘biased’ too
high or too low relative to µ, no matter how many samples we take? If the average of
the large number of sample means does actually tend towards µ, then we say that the
mean x̄ of a single sample is an unbiased estimate of µ. We obviously prefer unbiased
to biased estimates of population quantities. A similar question arises regarding the
standard deviation of our sample of size n; is this, or is this not, an unbiased estimate
of the population standard deviation?

An alternative expression of unbiasedness uses the term ‘expectation’. The expecta-
tion of a quantity is the mean value of that quantity over an entire population. Then
the mean of a sample is an unbiased estimate of the population mean if the expectation
of a sample mean equals the population mean. It is shown in section 5.1.2 of the book
that the expectation of the sample mean is in fact equal to the population mean. So
x̄ is an unbiased estimate of µ. We examine below in some detail the corresponding
question regarding the standard deviation. It is convenient to work with the square of
the standard deviation, known as the variance. The variance σ2 of the population is,
then,

σ2 =

∑N
i=1

(xi − µ)2

N
. (3)

2. The unbiased estimate s
2 of the variance σ

2 of a population

Let a sample consist of n independent readings x1, x2,...xn, drawn from a population
which is not necessarily Gaussian. We know that the mean x̄ of our sample is given by

x̄ =

∑n
i=1

xi

n
(4)

and that x̄ is an unbiased estimate of the population mean µ. We express this
unbiasedness as:

E(x̄) = µ (5)

where E denotes: ‘expectation of’.
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The expectation of the sum of quantities is the sum of the expectations of the
quantities:

E(y1 + y2 + y3...) = E(y1) + E(y2) + E(y3)... (6)

A similar rule applies to the product of quantities, as long as they are mutually
uncorrelated (this will be satisfied if they are independent of one another):

E(y1y2y3...) = E(y1)E(y2)E(y3)... (7)

Just as x̄ is an unbiased estimate of µ, the following quantity s2 is an unbiased estimate
of the variance σ2 of the population:

s2 =

∑n
i=1

(xi − x̄)2

n − 1
. (8)

The unbiasedness of s2 is expressed, similarly to (5) above, as:

E(s2) = σ2. (9)

As well as (5) and (9), we have the following results:

E(xi) = µ (10)

and
E

[

(xi − µ)2
]

= σ2, (11)

which can be used as alternative definitions of µ and σ2.

We note that in (8), the sum is over all squared differences (xi − x̄)2 between the
readings and the sample mean, but this sum is divided not by n but by n − 1. This
can be understood intuitively as reasonable, because x̄, being the mean of the xi in the
sample, tends to ‘follow’ the sample. If, for example, the sample that we pick happens
to contain several fairly large values, then obviously their mean will also be rather large.
The mean of the sample, in other words, is positively correlated with the sample values.
Moreover, as might be expected, the smaller the sample size n, the larger will be the
correlation. So the differences (xi − x̄)2 will not be precise measures of the variability
of the xi, but will be shrunken slightly. Dividing the sum of these squared differences
by the smaller number n − 1, rather than by n, exactly compensates for this shrinking:
dividing by a smaller number gives a bigger result. Naturally, if n is large, the shrinking
may be negligible because of the smaller correlation, and n − 1 is then very close to n
anyway.

To show that s in (8) satisfies E(s2) = σ2, we first establish the result:

E
[

(x̄ − µ)2
]

= σ2/n (12)

It is, incidentally, worth comparing (12) with (11). Equation (12) states that the variance
of the mean of a sample is less by a factor of n than the variance of any reading in
that sample, the latter being expressed by (11). This result, which applies only to
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uncorrelated readings, is well known as the theoretical underpinning of the notion that
taking the average of several readings from a population generally gives a more reliable
result than a single reading.

Expanding (x̄ − µ)2 in the left-hand side of (12) gives:

(x̄ − µ)2 = (x̄)2 + µ2 − 2x̄µ (13)

so
E

[

(x̄ − µ)2
]

= E
[

(x̄)2
]

+ µ2 − 2µE(x̄), (14)

since E(µ) = µ (µ being the constant population mean) and E(x̄µ) = µE(x̄).

Substituting (5) into (14) gives:

E
[

(x̄ − µ)2
]

= E
[

(x̄)2
]

− µ2. (15)

Squaring (4),

(x̄)2 =

∑n
i=1

x2

i +
∑n

i6=j xixj

n2
. (16)

From (10) and (11), we have

E
[

(xi − µ)2
]

= σ2 = E(x2

i ) + µ2 − 2µE(xi) = E(x2

i ) − µ2, (17)

so
E(x2

i ) = σ2 + µ2. (18)

Now taking expectations of (16), and using (18),

E
[

(x̄)2
]

=
(n)(σ2 + µ2)

n2
+

∑n
i6=j E(xixj)

n2
. (19)

If xi, xj are uncorrelated for all i, j, then

E(xixj) = E(xi)E(xj) = µ2, (20)

using (10).

The second term on the right-hand size of (19) has n(n − 1) terms (since i 6= j and
the range of each of i and j is 1, 2,...n). Therefore (19) becomes:

E
[

(x̄)2
]

=
(n)(σ2 + µ2)

n2
+

n(n − 1)µ2

n2
(21)

=
σ2

n
+ µ2. (22)

Substituting (21) into (14) now gives

E
[

(x̄ − µ)2
]

=
σ2

n
+ µ2 − µ2 =

σ2

n
, (23)
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which verifies (12).

From (8), we have

s2 =

∑n
i=1

x2

i + n(x̄)2 − 2n(x̄)2

n − 1
(24)

=

∑n
i=1

x2

i − (x̄)2

n − 1
. (25)

Using (18) and (22),

E(s2) =
n(σ2 + µ2)

n − 1
−

n

n − 1

(

σ2

n
+ µ2

)

(26)

= σ2

(

n

n − 1
−

1

n − 1

)

+ µ2

(

n

n − 1
−

n

n − 1

)

(27)

= σ2, (28)

implying that s2 as defined in (8) is an unbiased estimate of σ2. We note that no
assumption has been made about the distribution of the population — whether it is
Gaussian, uniform or some other. (These distributions are discussed in Chapter 8 of the
book).

We should note that E(s2) = σ2 does not imply that E(s) = σ. In other words, the
standard deviation s of the sample, defined (from equation (8)) as

s =

√

∑n
i=1

(xi − x̄)2

n − 1
, (29)

is not an unbiased estimate of σ. However, if the sample size n is large, then E(s) ∼ σ
to a good approximation. For a small sample size like n = 4, it can be shown that
E(s) ∼ 0.921σ if the population has a Gaussian distribution of readings, which is often
the case. So for n = 4 the bias is such that s will, on the average, underestimate σ
by about 8%. To estimate σ unbiasedly for n = 4 and a Gaussian distribution, we
should use not s but 1.086s, since E(1.086s) = 1.086E(s) = 1.086 × 0.921σ ∼ σ. This is
discussed in Chapter 9 of the book (see in particular section 9.3).

3. Demonstration of (8) and (9) using Monte Carlo simulation

Equations (8) and (9) can be demonstrated using Monte Carlo simulation — a kind of
‘experimental statistics’. To do so, we generate many, say 100 000, numbers distributed
as a Gaussian distribution with mean 0 and standard deviation 1. (A very similar
demonstration could use a different mean and standard deviation. Moreover, as will also
be demonstrated, the distribution need not be Gaussian). We imagine a sample size of 4
(n = 4) and, accordingly, divide up these numbers into 25 000 samples each containing 4
numbers. For each sample, we calculate the variance using (8), and for comparison the
variance using the divisor n instead of n − 1 in (8). We take the average of all 25 000



6

variances for the two cases (the correct unbiased case n − 1 = 4 − 1 = 3 and the biased
case n = 4).

The table shows, for illustration, one hundred values from the Gaussian population
of size 100 000 and mean 0 and standard deviation 1. For comparison, one hundred
values are also shown from a uniform distribution extending from 0 to 1 (with mean
therefore 1

2
). The results of the Monte Carlo simulation are illustrated next, after an

introductory block diagram.
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