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Defining Disjoint Events in Probability Theory

In the fundamental study of probability, the relationship between different possible outcomes is

critical for accurate analysis. Disjoint events are formally defined as two or more events that

cannot occur simultaneously. If the occurrence of event A makes the occurrence of event B

impossible, then A and B are considered disjoint. This concept is foundational for calculating

combined probabilities and understanding the structure of a probability model.

A key characteristic of two disjoint events is that they share absolutely no common elements or

outcomes. They are sometimes referred to as mutually exclusive events in statistical terminology,

emphasizing that they exclude one another from happening in a single trial. Understanding this

inherent separation is paramount before applying the advanced rules of addition and multiplication

in statistical inference.

When formally written using standard probability notation, two events, A and B, are defined as

disjoint if the likelihood of their simultaneous occurrence--known as their intersection--is exactly

zero. This means there is no overlap between the two sets of outcomes.

Formal Notation and The Rule of Zero Intersection

To mathematically express the disjoint relationship between two events, A and B, we state that

their intersection must yield a probability of zero. The intersection represents the set of outcomes

that belong to both A and B. Since disjoint events cannot share outcomes, the probability of finding

a shared outcome is zero.

This relationship can be expressed using the following equivalent notations, demonstrating that the

probability of A and B happening is zero:

P(A and B) = 0

P(A$cap$B) = 0

This rule of zero intersection is the defining mathematical property that separates disjoint events

from non-disjoint (or overlapping) events, which would have P(A and B) > 0.

Illustrative Example Using Card Selection

To solidify the definition, let us examine a classic probability scenario involving a standard 52-card

deck. We select a single random card from the deck and define two separate, distinct events within

the sample space of 52 outcomes.

We define Event A as the card being a black suit (Spade or Club), and Event B as the card being a

red suit (Heart or Diamond). The possible outcomes for these events are clearly separated:
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A = {Spade, Club}

B = {Heart, Diamond}

Critically, when drawing only one card, that card cannot simultaneously be both a black suit and a

red suit. Because there is no possibility of overlap between the two sets of outcomes, events A and

B are definitively categorized as mutually exclusive (or disjoint) events. They cannot both occur

during the same selection trial.

Common Scenarios and Practical Examples

The concept of disjointness is not limited to theoretical probability but appears frequently in

everyday observations and simple probability experiments. Understanding these real-world

examples helps solidify the conceptual difference between disjoint and non-disjoint events.

Example 1: Coin Toss Outcomes

Suppose you flip a single coin. Let event A be the coin landing on heads, and event B be the coin

landing on tails. These two events are disjoint because, in a single flip, the coin cannot physically

achieve both outcomes simultaneously. P(Heads and Tails) = 0.

Example 2: Standard Dice Roll Results

Consider rolling a standard six-sided dice. Let event A be the result being an odd number ({1, 3,

5}), and let event B be the result being an even number ({2, 4, 6}). Since any single roll must result

in either an odd or an even number, but never both, these events are disjoint.

Example 3: Mutually Exclusive Selection

If a governing body must select a single host location for a major sporting event, and the choices

are restricted to two cities--Miami (Event A) or San Diego (Event B)--then the final selection results

in disjoint outcomes. Only one city can be chosen, preventing A and B from occurring together.

Visualizing Disjointness with Set Theory

A powerful graphical tool for interpreting the relationship between sets of outcomes is the Venn

diagram. This visualization clearly illustrates the zero-overlap condition required for disjoint events.

When two events are disjoint, their corresponding circles or regions on the diagram remain

separate. This physical separation graphically confirms the definition: there is no shared space,

and therefore, no common outcome or intersection between them.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mutually_exclusive_events
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Venn_diagram
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Venn_diagram
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intersection_(set_theory)
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com/?p=10850
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com


Understanding Disjoint Events: Definition and Examples in Probability 4

PSYCHOLOGICAL STATISTICS statistics.arabpsychology.com

Conversely, a Venn diagram for non-disjoint events shows a clear, non-zero overlapping region.

This shared area represents the outcomes that satisfy both Event A and Event B simultaneously.

This contrast highlights why the non-overlapping representation is so essential to understanding

disjoint sets.
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Calculating Combined Probability Using the Addition Rule

The primary mathematical benefit of working with disjoint events is the simplification of the General

Addition Rule for Probability. The general rule accounts for potential overlap by subtracting the

intersection (P(A and B)). However, since the intersection of disjoint events is zero, the calculation

becomes much cleaner.

The probability of the intersection remains defined as:

P(A$cap$B) = 0

Therefore, the probability that either event A or event B occurs (P(A $cup$ B), representing the

union of the two sets) is calculated by simply summing their individual probabilities:

P(A$cup$B) = P(A) + P(B)

Let's revisit the dice example: Let event A be rolling a 1 or a 2 (P(A) = 2/6), and event B be rolling a

5 or a 6 (P(B) = 2/6). These are disjoint events within the six-sided sample space.

We calculate the probability that event A or event B occurs as:

P(A$cup$B) = P(A) + P(B)

P(A$cup$B) = 2/6 + 2/6

P(A$cup$B) = 4/6 = 2/3

The resulting probability that we roll either a 1, 2, 5, or 6 is exactly 2/3. The simplicity of this

calculation underscores why identifying disjoint events is a crucial first step in any complex

probability problem.

Additional Resources for Probability Theory

For those seeking deeper knowledge in statistics, the following tutorials provide explanations for

other common topics in probability:
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