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Lesson 28: How do tree diagrams help us solve probability 
problems?

What do you think are the 
uses of probability?

A Tree Diagram
A display of conditional events or probabilities that is helpful 
in thinking through conditioning
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We can find the probabilities of compound

events by multiplying the probabilities along

the branch of the tree that leads to the event,

just the way the General Multiplication Rule

specifies.

According to a study by the Harvard School of Public Health (H. Wechsler, G. 
W. Dowdall, A. Davenport, and W. DeJong, “Binge Drinking on Campus: 
Results of a National Study”), 44% of college students engage in binge 
drinking, 37% drink moderately, and 19% abstain entirely. Another study, 
published in the American Journal of Health Behavior, finds that among binge 
drinkers aged 21 to 34, 17% have been involved in an alcohol-related 
automobile accident, while among non-bingers of the same age, only 9% 
have been involved in such accidents.

What’s the probability that a randomly selected college student will be a binge 
drinker who has had an alcohol-related car accident?
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In April 2003, Science magazine reported on a new computer-
based test for ovarian cancer, “clinical proteomics,” that examines 
a blood sample for the presence of certain patterns of proteins. 
Ovarian cancer, though dangerous, is very rare, afflicting only 1 of 
every 5000 women. The test is highly sensitive, able to correctly 
detect the presence of ovarian cancer in 99.97% of women who 
have the disease. However, it is unlikely to be used as a 
screening test in the general population because the test gave 
false positives 5% of the time. Why are false positives such a big 
problem? Draw a tree diagram and determine the probability that 
a woman who tests positive using this method actually has 
ovarian cancer.

35.
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