
About lies and other statistics 
How to use the normal distribution? 

“There are three types of lies - lies, damn lies, and statistics.” (Benjamin Disraeli) 

A PERT ANALYSIS 
In a PERT analysis, you must calculate average durations and standard deviations (remember that you should 
calculate the standard deviations only for the activities on the critical path) and then you end up with a total expected 
project duration (further referred to as “Avg”) and its standard deviation (further referred to as “StDev”) that follows 
a normal distribution.  

Example. Assume a project with Avg = 48 weeks and a StDev = 2.17 weeks (just like the Suriname project). 
These values have been calculated using a PERT analysis and won’t be explained here. The normal distribution 
for this example project then looks as follows: 

The question is now: what do you do with these Avg and StDev values? In other words, how do you calculate 
deadlines and service levels (or anything else if you wish) using the dark secrets of the normal distribution? Let me 
show how! 

THE NORMAL DISTRIBUTION 
Below you find how you should use the normal distribution: 

Example question 1. What is the probability that the duration for the project is lower than 52 weeks? 

This question boils down to the calculation of the probability that the duration (call it D) is smaller than 52:  

Calculate P(D ≤ 52) = ? knowing that D follows a normal distribution (with Avg = 48 and StDev = 2.17). 

Going back to your knowledge about statistics, you should known that you have to transform this normal distribution 
with an Avg = 48 and StDev = 2.17 into a standardise normal distribution (which has an average of 0 and standard 
deviation of 1) using the following formula (this is called the z-value of a standardised normal distribution): 

z = (D - Avg) / StDev  

In our example, z = (D - 48) / 2.17 = 1.84. 

If you look in the normal table (first column 1.8 and first row 0.04), then you find that this is equal to 96.71% (the 
probabilities are given in the body of the table). 

So the probability that our example project finishes before week 52 is equal to 96.71%. 

That’s easy! Isn’t it? 
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Example question 2. Which project deadline should you promise to the client such that you deliver a service level 
of 70%? 

This question now starts with a probability (70%), so now you should look into the body of the table (since they 
contain probabilities) and search for the z value that corresponds to a probability of 70%. This z is equal to 0.53.  

We know that the formula for the z value is z = (D - Avg) / StDev, so then you have 0.53 = (D - 48) / 2.17 which 
gives you after some basic calculations D = 0.53 * 2.17 + 48 = 49.3 weeks. 

So the deadline that you should promise to your client to guarantee a service level of 70% is equal to 49.3 weeks. I 
should promise 50 weeks to be sure! 

Technical note. If you want to use the normal distribution to compare projects, than you should understand how to 
calculate averages and standard deviations of two normal distributions.  

Example. Assume that you have a project 1 that follows a normal distribution with Avg1 and StDev1 and a second 
project 2 that follows a normal distribution with Avg2 and StDev2 

Suppose that you have to calculate the difference of the two normal distributions for the two projects, than this 
difference also follows a normal distribution with an average AvgDiff and a standard deviation StDevDiff, with the 
following properties: 

Property 1. The expected value of the difference is equal to the difference of the expected values, or AvgDiff = 
Avg1 - Avg2 (that’s easy and intuitive). 

Property 2. The standard deviation of a difference is equal to the square root of the sum of the squared 
standard deviations, or StDevDiff = SQRT(StDev12 + StDev22). I know that this is not intuitive, but yes, you should 
sum them, not subtract them to find the difference! These are the dark secrets of statistics. But it’s important to 
know these secrets in our data-driven world! 

More information on how to use the normal distribution can be found at www.or-as.be/downloads (go to statistical 
background). 
 
That’s all folks! 
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APPENDIX. TABLE FOR THE STANDARDISED NORMAL DISTRIBUTION 
A table for the standardised normal distribution can be found anywhere (Google it!) but below you find one that is 
easy to use.
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