
 

CONFIDENCE INTERVAL 
 

DEFINITION 
 
Confidence interval refers to the range of values in which the true population 
value of a variable (such as a mean, proportion or rate) is likely to fall. Typically 
the 95% confidence interval is used, meaning that the true value will fall within 
the range 95 times out of 100.  
 

 
PEEL PUBLIC HEALTH EXAMPLE 
 
The table below provides the proportion of the population by their smoking status 
in Peel in 2007/2008.  
 

 

 
 
READING THE TABLE: 
 
“Daily smoker” column – the proportion of the population who are daily smokers 
in Peel in 2007/2008. 
 
“Occasional smoker” column – the proportion of the population who are 
occasional smokers in Peel in 2007/2008. 
 
“Former smoker” column – the proportion of the population who are former 
smokers in Peel in 2007/2008. 
 
“Never smoker” column – the proportion of the population who are never 
smokers in Peel in 2007/2008. 



 

 
 
CI – the 95% confidence interval of the prevalence estimate.  
 
INTERPRETATION OF THESE DATA: 
• In 2007/2008, 13.1% of people 12 years or older who lived in Peel were daily 

smokers. From the confidence interval, we know that the true percentage 
could be anywhere between 11.0% and 15.6%. 

 
USING CONFIDENCE INTERVALS TO DETERMINE SIGNIFICANCE: 
 
When the 95% confidence intervals for two or more estimates do not overlap with 
each other, the estimates are significantly different from one another. This means 
that the observed differences are unlikely to have occurred by chance.  
 
When the 95% confidence intervals do overlap, the estimates may still be 
significantly different from one another. An appropriate statistical test would be 
needed to determine whether the estimates are different from one another.  
 
Peel Public Health uses the method of overlapping confidence intervals as a 
conservative method for determining statistical significance. 
 
PEEL PUBLIC HEALTH EXAMPLE 
 
The table below provides the proportion of adults who have had a tetanus 
vaccination in the past 10 years, overall, by sex and by age, for the years 2001 
through 2007. 
 

 

 
 



 

 
INTERPRETATION OF THESE DATA: 
• There has been no change in the proportion of respondents who have been 

vaccinated for tetanus from 2001 through 2007. We believe this statement 
because the 95% confidence intervals (CI:) overlap.  

• In 2007, respondents aged 65+ years were significantly less likely to have 
been vaccinated for tetanus in the past 10 years compared to respondents 
aged 25 to 44 years and those aged 45 to 64 years. We know this because 
the 95% confidence intervals do not overlap. 


