
Measuring Sets: An Introduction

What is a Set?
A set is essentially a collection of objects. For instance, consider a collection of points in a space—that 
constitutes a set. However, to measure a set, we need to define it rigorously using the concept of a 
sigma algebra.

Sigma Algebra
A sigma algebra is a specific type of set that plays a crucial role in measurement. It is a collection of 
subsets of a larger set, often denoted by X. This collection has particular properties:

• Contains the Empty Set: The sigma algebra includes the empty set, which contains no elements.
• Closed under Complements: If a set is part of the sigma algebra, its complement (the set of all 
elements not in the given set) is also included in the sigma algebra.
• Closed under Countable Unions: If you have a countable collection of sets within the sigma algebra, 
their union is also a part of the sigma algebra.

These properties ensure that sigma algebras are structured enough to facilitate meaningful 
measurement.

Countability
To understand countability, consider that a set is countable if its elements can be counted, meaning 
there exists an injective (one-to-one) mapping between the set and the set of natural numbers. For 
example, the closed interval [0, 1] is uncountable because between any two numbers, there are 
infinitely many others (e.g., 0, 0.001, …).

Measuring Sets
Measuring a set involves assigning a numerical value to it, which represents its "size" or "volume." 
This measurement must adhere to certain principles:

• Measure of the Empty Set: Intuitively, the measure of an empty set is zero.
• Countable Additivity: For a countable collection of disjoint sets X within the sigma algebra, the 
measure of their union is the sum of the measures of each set:



Pairwise Disjoint Sets
Pairwise disjoint sets are those that do not overlap; no two sets in the collection share any elements. 
This property is essential for ensuring the countable additivity of measures.

Practical Intuition
Visualizing these concepts can be aided by Venn diagrams, which help illustrate overlapping sets. 
When measuring the total area covered by such sets, correcting for double-counted regions is crucial. 
This idea underlies the principle of countable additivity.
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