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What is a confounding variable? (definition & example)

A confounding variable, also known as a confounder, is a type of extraneous variable that

influences both the independent variable and the dependent variable within a study, potentially
leading to inaccurate conclusions about their relationship. If a study aims to establish a direct link

between two factors but fails to account for a powerful third factor, the results can be misleading.
For instance, consider a clinical trial assessing the impact of a specific medication on patient
health; if the researchers neglect to measure or control for the patient's diet, the dietary habits
could act as a powerful confounding variable, skewing the observed outcomes.

Establishing the Context: Primary Variables in Research

In any robust experiment or observational study, researchers primarily focus on understanding the
interaction between two key variables. To grasp the concept of a confounder, it is essential to first
solidify the definitions of these primary elements: the independent variable and the dependent
variable.

The independent variable: This is the factor that the experimenter actively manipulates, changes,
or controls. It is the hypothesized "cause" in a cause-and-effect relationship, and its changes are

observed to determine their impact on the dependent variable.

The dependent variable: This is the outcome or measurement variable. It is hypothesized to be
"dependent” on the changes made to the independent variable. Researchers measure the
dependent variable to determine if the manipulation of the independent variable had a significant
effect.

Independent Variable > Dependent Variable
Observe how changes
in an independent
variable affect a
dependent variable

The fundamental goal of most analytical research is to isolate and quantify how variations in the
independent variable directly influence the dependent variable. A controlled environment or a well-
designed study attempts to ensure that no other factors interfere with this measured relationship.

The Intervening Nature of Confounding Variables

Despite rigorous planning, external factors often creep into the study environment. Sometimes, a
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powerful, unmeasured third variable influences both the cause (independent variable) and the
effect (dependent variable). This interference creates an artificial link between the two main
variables, making them appear related when they are not, or obscuring a genuine relationship that
does exist.

When this third variable is overlooked, it is known as a confounding variable. Its presence can
literally confound, or confuse, the results of the study, leading the researcher to incorrectly
conclude that a direct cause-and-effect relationship exists between the primary variables when, in
reality, the observed effect is due entirely to the confounder.

Confounding Variable

Affects the
relationship between
the two variables

Independent Variable > Dependent Variable

Confounding variable: A variable that is not explicitly measured or controlled for in an
experiment, yet exerts an independent influence on the outcome (dependent variable) and is also
correlated with the treatment (independent variable).

The presence of this type of variable can profoundly confound the results of an experiment, leading
to findings that lack reliability and validity.

lllustrative Example: Spurious Correlation

A classic and often-cited example involves analyzing data on ice cream sales and instances of
shark attacks. Suppose a researcher collects this data over a year and discovers that the two
variables are highly correlated--when ice cream sales rise, shark attacks increase, and vice versa.
Does this statistical correlation imply that increased ice cream consumption causes more shark
attacks?

Such a direct causal link is highly improbable. The much more logical explanation involves the

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com



https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=106753
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

What is a confounding variable? (definition & example)

confounding variable of temperature. When temperatures are warmer, two separate events occur
simultaneously: more people purchase ice cream, and more people engage in ocean activities,
naturally increasing the probability of a shark encounter. The temperature drives both outcomes,
creating the illusion of a direct relationship between ice cream sales and shark attacks.

Confounding Variable

Temperature

Affects the
relationship between
the two variables

Independent Variable Dependent Variable

A

Ice Cream Sales Shark Attacks

Requirements for Confounding Variables

For a variable to be formally classified as a confounding variable in a statistical analysis, it must
satisfy two essential statistical requirements that define its relationship to the primary variables
under study. Understanding these criteria helps researchers identify and control potential
confounders during the study design phase.

1. It must be correlated with the independent variable. The potential confounder must change
in tandem with the independent variable. In the ice cream example, temperature is correlated with
the independent variable (ice cream sales). Specifically, warmer temperatures are associated with
higher sales, and cooler temperatures are associated with lower sales. There must be a non-
causal relationship between the confounder and the independent variable.

2. It must have a causal relationship with the dependent variable. The potential confounder
must directly influence the outcome measure (dependent variable). Continuing the example,
temperature has a direct, causal link to the dependent variable (shark attacks), as higher
temperatures lead more people into the ocean, thus increasing the risk of attacks, regardless of the
level of ice cream sales.
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Why Confounding Variables Are Problematic

Confounding variables pose significant threats to the reliability and interpretation of research
findings, primarily by distorting the true relationships between variables. The two major issues they
introduce are the creation of spurious correlations and the masking of genuine effects.

1. Confounding variables can fabricate cause-and-effect relationships where none exist.
This is the danger illustrated by the ice cream and shark attack example. The confounding variable
(temperature) artificially mediated the observed correlation, making it appear that a cause-and-
effect relationship existed between ice cream sales and shark attacks. Researchers who fail to

account for the confounder might mistakenly recommend reducing ice cream sales to save lives, a
conclusion that is entirely unfounded.

2. Confounding variables can obscure or mask the true relationship between variables. In
some scenarios, a confounder can suppress or minimize a real effect that the independent variable
has on the dependent variable. Suppose we are investigating the ability of a rigorous exercise
program to reduce blood pressure. A potential confounding variable is the subject's initial starting
weight, which is correlated with exercise frequency and is also known to have a direct causal effect
on blood pressure.

Confounding Variable

Starting Weight

Affects the
relationship between
the two variables
Independent Variable Dependent Variable

A 4

Exercise Blood Pressure

While increased exercise may genuinely lead to reduced blood pressure, if the exercise group
happens to contain individuals with significantly higher starting weights than the control group, the
benefit of the exercise might be minimized or entirely overshadowed by the effect of the higher
initial weight, thus masking the true effectiveness of the exercise intervention.
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Confounding Variables and Internal Validity

In technical research terminology, the presence of confounding variables directly threatens the
internal validity of a study. Internal validity refers to the extent to which a study's design allows

researchers to confidently attribute the observed changes in the dependent variable solely to the
manipulation of the independent variable. High internal validity means the study is well-controlled
and the results are reliable regarding causality.

When confounding variables are not managed, they introduce alternative explanations for the
study's results. Consequently, we cannot state with certainty that the observed outcomes are a
direct result of the independent variable. A compromised internal validity means the entire basis for
claiming a causal link is undermined, making the study's findings questionable.

Strategies to Control for Confounding Variables

Researchers employ sophisticated design and statistical techniques to mitigate the influence of
confounding variables. The goal is to either distribute the confounder's influence evenly across all
groups or to eliminate its variation entirely from the analysis. The following methods are among the
most effective strategies used in experimental design.

Method 1: Random Assignment

Random assignment is the process of allocating participants in a study to either a treatment group

or a control group purely by chance. This technique is the cornerstone of true experimental designs
and is highly effective at neutralizing unknown or unmeasurable confounders.

For example, if we study a new pill's effect on blood pressure, we recruit 100 participants. Using a
random number generator, we randomly assign 50 individuals to the control group (placebo) and
50 to the treatment group (new pill).

The power of random assignment lies in its ability to maximize the chances that the two groups will
be statistically similar across all characteristics--known and unknown--such as age, genetics, diet,
stress levels, and exercise habits. Because these potential confounding factors are distributed
roughly equally between the two groups, any subsequent difference observed in blood pressure
can be confidently attributed to the pill itself, not to pre-existing differences in the participants. This
crucial step ensures strong internal validity.

Method 2: Blocking

Blocking is a technique used when researchers know or suspect a specific variable will act as a
major confounder. It involves dividing individuals in a study into homogeneous groups, or "blocks,"
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based on the value of that confounding variable, effectively neutralizing its variation before the
treatment is applied.

Imagine researchers want to study a new diet's effect on weight loss. The independent variable is
the new diet, and the dependent variable is the amount of weight lost. However, the researchers
strongly suspect that gender is a powerful confounding variable, as physiological differences
related to gender will significantly affect weight loss outcomes regardless of the diet.

One solution is to place individuals into blocks based on gender:

Male Block
Female Block

Then, within each specific block, individuals are randomly assigned to receive either the new diet
or the standard diet. By doing this, the researchers compare the effects of the diet only within
males (where gender is constant) and only within females (where gender is constant). This
significantly reduces the variation caused by gender, allowing a clearer measurement of the diet's
true effect.

Method 3: Matching Designs

A matching design is a form of experimental design, often referred to as a matched-pairs design,

where subjects are intentionally paired together based on similar values of identified potential
confounding variables.

For instance, if researchers are again comparing a new diet to a standard diet, and they identify
age and gender as the two most likely confounders, they would systematically pair subjects. They
recruit 100 subjects and create 50 pairs based on these criteria. Examples of matching pairs would
be:

A 25-year-old male is paired with another 25-year-old male.
A 30-year-old female is paired with another 30-year-old female.

Within each established pair, one subject is randomly assigned to the new diet and the other to the
standard diet for a set period. At the conclusion of the study, researchers measure the weight loss
difference *within* each pair.
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Total weight loss (lbs)
Pair New Diet |Standard Diet
3 1
2 6 4
3 7 2
4 5 5
99 3
100 8 5

By implementing this careful matching process, researchers can be highly confident that any
differences in weight loss observed between the two groups are attributable solely to the type of
diet used, rather than the confounding variables of age and gender, which have been effectively
controlled.

However, matching designs present several practical challenges:

1. Increased risk of data loss. If one subject decides to drop out of the study, the entire pair
becomes incomplete and must be removed from the analysis, resulting in the loss of two subjects'
data.

2. Time-consuming recruitment process. Finding suitable subjects who match perfectly on
multiple variables (e.g., age, gender, socioeconomic status) can be extremely resource-intensive
and delay the start of the study.

3. Inevitable residual variation. It is impossible to match subjects perfectly on every single trait.
There will always be residual variation within the subjects of each pair (e.g., genetics, lifestyle
differences), which still contributes some level of uncontrolled confounding.

Nonetheless, when resources permit, matching designs offer a highly effective and precise method
for systematically reducing the effects of known confounding variables on study outcomes.
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