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The distribu tion function of envelope voltage for short samples of atmospheric radio 
noise as received by a co mmunications receiver in the VLF range always shows a marked 
departure from that obtained for Gaussian noise. If it is considered that t his depa r ture is 
caused by strong noise pulses which do not overlap in time, the effect of changes in t he 
receiver bandwidth on the observed distribu tion func tion can b e deduced by consideration 
of the changes in the receiver impulse response. A transformation can b e obtained which 
gives an excellent approximation to the change in a m ath ematical r epresentation of t he 
distribution funcLion in the range of probabilities below 1 p ercent. Empirical relationships 
are suggested which give u sefu l estimates of the change in t he dist ribu tion fun ction over 
the total range of probab ili ties. 

1. Introduction 

In the VLF range, atmospheric radio noise is one 
of the important factors in a system design. If all 
of the manmade interference is controlled by alloca­
tion procedures and good engineering, the atmos­
pheric noise provides the ultimate background dis­
turbance from which the desired signal must be 
separated [CCIR Rpt. 65, ITU, 1957; Watt, Coon, 
MaA,'7ell, and Plush, 1958]. Studies of the noise 
must be of a statistical nature, but there are problems 
which differ, for instance, from those of statistical 
studies of thermal noise, because the atmospheric 
noise is a non stationary process. Since the statistics 
of the process change with time, the accuracy of 
measuring statistical parameters cannot be in­
definitely increased by increasing the length of time 
of the measurements. Experience has shown that 
when measuring the amplitude probability distri­
bution of the noise envelop e, samples of noise 10 to 
20 min in length are short enough to avoid difficulties 
due to the non stationary characteristics of the 
process, but are long enough to give useful informa-

I tion for system design purposes [Hoff and Johnson, 
1952; Watt and Maxwell, 1957]. 

One of the problems which occurs in system design 
, is determining the percentage of time that the 

envelope of the noise will exceed the signal level, and 
how this varies as the receiver bandWIdth is changed. 
In principle this can be calculated precisely if 
enough is lmown about the statistics of the noise. 
An applicable procedure, as described by Widrow 
[1957], is to consider a sampled version of the input 
noise for which the joint probability distribution of 
the samples can be determined, and to use this to 
calculate the probability distribution of a sampled 
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version of the filter output. If the sampling rate at 
the input i high enough, the probability distribution 
of the output samples will accurately represent the 
probability distlibution of the continuous output. 
The difficulty with this procedure is that the interval 
between samples at the inpll t must in general be 
short r elative to the correlation time of the noise 
[Ragazzini and Franklin, 1958] , so that a very high 
order joint probability density function must be 
calculated for the filter output. The purpose of this 
paper is to present a technique which requires much 
less computation, but gives an accuracy commen­
surate with the statisticallmowledge of the noise. 

2 . Noise Chara cteristics 

Figure 1 shows two samples of measurements of 
atmospheric noise envelope distributions, one of rela­
tively high dynamic r ange conditions and the other 
of noise of relatively low dynamic range; the dotted 
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FIGURE 1. Typical measurements oj atmospheric noise envelope 
distribution. 
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line represents the measurement which is obtained 
for thermal noise. At the low voltages which have 
a high probability of being exceeded, the atmospheric 
noise measurements parallel those for thermal noise; 
this is characteristic of a phenomenon consisting of 
a large number of overlapping pulses, no one of which 
contributes a significant proportion of the total 
energy. At the high voltages, however, which have 
a low probability of being exceeded, the measure­
ments depart radically from the shape of the thermal 
noise curve, in the form of a much higher probability 
of exceeding the voltage levels in the range of prob­
abilities of 0.3 and below. Oscillograms of atmos­
pheric noise show that the high voltage levels are 
attained by occasional noise pulses 'which greatly 
exceed the general level of the noise [Yuhara, Ishida, 
and Higashimura, 1956] and that the pulse shape is 
that of the impulse response of the receiver. These 
strong pulses occur infrequently and two such pulses 
very rarely overlap. 

3. Probabilities Associated With Impulses 

The effect of bandwidth changes on the probabili­
ties associated with noise impulses can be calculated 
by considering the effect of bandwidth changes on 
the usual impulse response of the filter. The effect 
of increasing the bandwidth is to cause the impulse 
response to become shorter in time, and higher in 
amplitude [Guillemin, 1956]. More specifically, if 
the network characteristics are changed in such a 
way that the shape of the impulse response is pre­
served while the bandwidth is multiplied by a factor 
B, the vol tage scale of the impulse response will be 
multiplied by a factor B and the time scale by a factor 
l iB, as illustrated in figure 2 for B = 2. This rela­
tionship also holds for the envelope of the response 
of a band-pass circuit whenever the circuit possesses 
a low pass analog, as is normally the case with 
receiver circuits [Aigrain, T eare, and Williams, 1949; 
Guillemin, 1953]. Further, the probabilities asso­
ciated with the impulse response are determined by 
the time scale; for example, the probability that a 
voltage level of one will be exceeded by the narrow 
band response is determined by th e ratio of the time 
T to the total observation time. Because of the 
relationship between changes in the voltage and tiTne 
scales, the doubled bandwidth impulse response 
exceeds a voltage level of two for a time of T 12, 
which represents precisely one-half of the probability 
corresponding to a time T. 

Thus the ampli tude distribution of a short sample 
of noise which contained only one impulse would be 
determined by the time and vol tage scales of that 
impulse response; if a particular voltage v is measured 
to have a probability P of being exceeded when a 
single impulse is observed through a network of band­
width L'.wl, and simultan eously the impulse is ob­
served through a network of bandwidth L'.W2 = BL'.wr, 
the voltage Ev will be measured to have a probability 
(l iB ) P of being exceeded. This relationship also 
holds for a noise sample which consists of a number 
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FIGURE 2. Envelope of band-pass impulse response for ·two 
bandwidths. 

of impulses, provided that the response of the net­
work to one impulse does not overlap the response 
to another. 

These requirements are never exactly met in prac­
tice because of the exponential decay of physical 
networks and because of the presence of thoroughly 
overlapping low level noise. However, the high 
voltage end of the distribution of VLF atmospheric 
noise appears to represent an excellent approximation 
to the requirements. Figure 3 shows the high volt­
age portion of two representative sets of measure­
ments at two bandwidths and also shows the results 
of translating the narrow-band measurements by the 
ratio of bandwidths to expected measuremen ts at 
the wider bandwidth. It is evident that for both the 
low and high dynamic range noise conditions the 
points calculated from the narrow-band measure­
ments agree with the measurements at the wider 
bandwidth for probabilities less than 0.01. 

4. Mathematical Representation of the Noise 

In dealing with a non-Gaussian random variable, 
it has proved profitable for some purposes to consider 
it as being generated as the output of a nonlinear 
resistance network which has a Gaussian input, even 
though the actual phenomenon may be very much 
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FIGURE 3. Atmospheric noise distributions showing effect of translating measw'em ents made at a narrow band­
width to expected val1tes at a wider bandwidth. 

different from this [Smith, 1959a and b]. In the 
situation being considered here where the envelope 
of the noise is the quantity of interest, we can 
represent the envelope of the actual noise as being 
obtained from an envelope detector having a Gaus­
sian input, followed by a nonlinear resistance net­
work. The justification for doing this is simply that 
the resulting probability distribution can represent 
the probability distribution of the actual phenomenon 
quite accurately, and the model proves to be a con­
venient one for the type of mathematical manipula­
tions which are required. 

A nonlinear network which can produce the correct 
probability distribution has a voltage transfer char­
acteristic which is a three term polynomial of the 
form 

b + l 

v=aly+a2y-2-+a3yb (1) 

where aI, a2, a3, and b are chosen to match the 
atmospheric noise distribution under consideration; 
the probability that a voltage level v is exceeded at 
the output of the network is given by 

(2) 

The variable y may conveniently be considered just 
as a parametric variable, although it is the envelope 
voltage of a Gaussian variable having a variance of 
one-half. 

Each term of the polynomial, if considered sepa­
rately, plots as a straight line of log-log of proba­
bility versus logarithm of vol tage, which are the 
coordinate scales used on the graphs of distributions 
in figures 1 and 3. The firs t term represents a dis­
tribution having complete overlapping, such as 
thermal noise; the second and third terms represent 
departures from this distribution. The third term 
of the polynomial, a3yb, is the dominant term at the 
high voltage, low probability end of the curve, when 
the phenomena forming the distribution appear to 
be strong, nonoverlapping pulses. 

5. The Effect of Bandwidth Changes on the 
Mathematical Model 

Since the third term of the polynomial is consid­
ered to represent nonoverlapping impulses, the effect 
of bandwidth changes can be obtained by the proce­
dure described in section 3. That is, for an increase 
in bandwidth by a factor B, any point on the original 
line at vol tage v and probability P is transformed 
to a voltage Bv at a probability PIB. After this is 
done, it is found that the points no longer lie on a 
straight line, but along a line having a slight curva­
ture, as illustrated in figure 4 for an exponent of 8 
and a bandwidth increase of ten times. The curva­
ture introduced in this way is so slight, however, 
that the curve may be replaced by a line tangent to 
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it at the point where P = e- 8 ; as is apparent from 
figure 5, this is an excellent approximation. 

It is possible to derive a gen eral formula for the 
effects of bandwidth changes on the exponent and 
the coefficient of the third term of the polynomial. 
For a bandwidth increase by a factor of B , the expo­
nent bw for the wider bandwidth is obtained from 
the exponent bn for the narrow bandwidth by the 
relationship 

(3) 

where LnB is the natural logarithm of B . The co­
efficient is obtained from 

where a 3w and a 3n are the coefficients for the wide and 
narrow bandwidths respectively. The derivation of 
these relationships is given in the appendix. 

For the other terms of the probability function the 
effects of bandwidth changes are not as apparent as 
for the third term which describes the behavior at 
high voltages. The second term of the polynomial 
is important in the moderate voltage range where 
some overlapping of noise pulses occurs. For the 
values of exponents and coefficients which are re­
quired to match the mathematical model to the 
o bserved atmospheric noise conditions, it happens 
that the second moment of the distribution is almost 
en tirely determined by the second and third terms 
of the polynomial. Since for normal communica­
tions bandwidths the total noise power received is 
directly proportional to the bandwidth, it is possible 
to adjust the second term to obtain the correct 
behavior for the second moment of the distribution. 

The procedure is to calculate the changes in the a3 

coefficient and exponent b as described above, and 
to insert these into the expression for the mean 
squared voltage of this form of distribution, which is 

(5) 

where (v2) is the mean squared voltage. 
For a bandwidth increase by a factor of B , the mean 

squared voltage for the wide bandwidth is B times 
the mean squared voltage at the narrow bandwidth. 
With this and a value for aI, equation (5) can then be 
solved for the coefficient a?, 

The first term of the -polynomial, involving ai, 
represents a situation where complete overlapping . 
occurs. The slope of a distribution represented by 
only this term does not change with bandwidth, but 
only its amplitude, as long as the complete over­
lapping is maintained. If this were the only term 
in the distribution , its amplitude would change 
precisely as the square root of the b andwidth. 
Since there are other terms present , however , there 
will be an interchange of energy between the various 
portions of the distribution , and the net effect will 
be that the amplitude of the first term will change 
more slowly than this ; an increase according to the 
four-tenths power of the bandwidth appears to fit 
the available experimental data quite well. 

These procedures work quite well with noise 
samples of low and moderate dynamic range, but · 
an error appears when used with noise of high dy­
namic range, that is, values of b of about 11 or 
grea ter . This occurs because the mathematical 
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model being used is not sufficien tly co mplex. Wi Lh 
the very h igh d~Tnamic range conditions, a sub­
stantiaJ contrlbution to the integral for the mean 
sq uared voltage occurs at probabili tles below 10 - 6 ; 

in t his region t he tangent lin e and t he curve repre­
se nLing Lhe distribution diverge significantly, causing 
co nsid entble error in the evnlufltion of the me,tn 
sq uared vol tage. 

U nder the high dynamic range condi tions i t seems 
appropriate to make the sam e transforill ation on the 
seco nd term as on t he third. Mod lncil Lion of the 
coeffi cient by so me factor to co mpen sate for the 
partial overlapplng mig ht be co nsldered , but also 
considering the nature of the experilllental cla,ta, 
lhat is, short samples of a, nonstat i onHr.\~ process, 
Itlld also the relat lve unimportan ce of t he seco nd 
term, nny refinement in t he transfor mation see ms 
1I nj ustified . 

6. Discussion 

These so mewhat arbitmry opemtions on Lhe flrst 
and seco nd terms, together wiLh Lhe accuntte tra ll s­
forJnfltion for t he high voltage end of the distributlon 
where the t hird Lerm is do min ant, prov ide 11 method 
of describing what clmllges would be obser ved in 
t lte pol~Tllolllial representlt tion of t he d istr ibution of 
atmosp heric radio noise am pELucle when observed 
thro ugh differen t bandwidths. The r es ulLs of carry­
in g Oll t the complete transform at lon on tepresen tit­
tive sfl ll1 ples of high and low dynluni c nw ge noise 
arc shown in figure 6 and fi gure 7. For the low 
dynamic range noise in figure 6, the a2 coeffi cient 
was determ in ed from the rillS vol tflge rela,tlonship ; 
for the high dynnmic range noise in figure 7, it was 
determlned by the transfol"mH,tio11 procedure for 
nonoverlapping pulses. It is apparent that these 
procedures provide good cs tlillittes of t he distri­
bu tions, and are useful flnd practical tools for usc 
when more r lgOJ"ous methods arc not justified. 
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7. Appendix: Variation of High Voltage Co­
efficient and Exponent 

CO llsider a disLrib ut ion hnvin g It [o rlll expressed by 

(6) 

when it lS observed througb a part icular bandwidth. 
1£ t illS distribu tion is co m posed of nOl1oVedapplog 
im pulses, t hen when observed thro ugh It bandwidth 
H times larger, the voltages nnd prob,tbiliLies will be 
related by the l"flt io of blwdwidLhs Itccording to 

(7) 

where P j and VJ are obtained at the first bandwidth 
and P 2 and V 2 at the seco nd. From (6) and (7) we 
Cfll1 write 

log (-LnPl ) =~ log (~) 

log (-LnBP2) =~ log (:B) (8) 
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or l'Hospital 's rule, and is 

(10) 
(18) 

where 0 1 and O2 are constants to be determined. 
They may be evaluated by selecting two points on If we use the tangent appro:ximation and evaluate for 
the P 2 versus V2 relationship where the approxima-
tion is to be exact. Choosing the points P 2a , V2a , and P2a=P2~=e-8= 0.000335 
P 2{J , V2~, we obtain from (8) we obtain 

b 

v2a=aB ( - LnBp2a)"2 

b 

v2~=aB ( - LnBP2~) ~ 

Now in the approximation, 

l og (-LnP2a)= b~2 10g(a~C) 

(11) 

log (-LnP2~)= b~2 10gC;~) (12) 

0 1 may be eliminated from equations (12), obtaining 

and from (11), 
b 

V2a=(LnBP2a)2 
V2~ LnBP2{J 

and from (13) and (14) we can obtain 

log (LnBP2a) 
o LnBP2~ 

2 loa (LnP2a) . 
b LnP2{J 

(13) 

(14) 

(15) 

For the evaluation of 0 1, from (11) and (12) we can 
obtain 

b b 

0 - (- LnBP2a) 2" 
1- iJC, 

(- Lnp2af2" 

(- LnBP28) 2 
be2 (16) 

Going back to the polynomial term itself, we can 
change the third term to read a 3wy bw, where 

bw= bn02 

and 
(17) 

a 3n and b" bein g the values observed at the narrow 
bandwidth. 

A limiting valu e of O2 is obtained as PZa approaches 
P2{J and this represents the approximation where 
the straight line is tangent Lo th e curve. This 
limiting value may be found by application of 
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and 

8 
8-LnB bn 

(19) 

(20) 

Figure 5 shows this tangent lin e for an assumed bn of 
8 and B of 10, and also shows some points from the 
curve in figure 4. The difference between the 
straight line and the points from the curve is zero, 
of course, at P = 0.000335, and increases slowly to 
about 1 db at P = 0.005 and P = 10 - 6; it is evident 
that there is no significant difference between using 
the straight line and the curve, and the procedure 
using the tangent line provides a simple and accurate 
estimate of the changes in the high voltage end of 
the distribution curve. 
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