Rules for dealing with uncertainties in Physics

1. Absolute uncertainty is the actual size of the uncertainty in a measurement. 
eg a micrometer measures to +/- 0.01mm 

Absolute uncertainty is used when quantities are added or subtracted. Add the absolute values of uncertainty.

Example – two plastic sheets are stuck together. Each had a measured thickness of 0.56mm using a micrometer.

Therefore uncertainty = 0.01 + 0.01

So Thickness = 1.12mm +/- 0.02mm

2. Percentage uncertainty is more commonly used.
To find a % uncertainty, divide the absolute uncertainty by the measured value and multiply by 100

Example – A copper wire is 10cm long +/- 1mm. 

% uncertainty = 0.1/10 = 1%

We use percentage uncertainties when multiplying or dividing quantities. For two multiplied quantities or divided quantities, add the % uncertainties.

eg the radius of a wire is 1mm +/- 0.01mm. Find the area including the error.
% error = 1% 

So area = (r2        ( x 1 x 1 = 3.14mm2  +/- 2%





or 3.14mm2  +/- 0.0062 mm2

Check the above on your calculator.
