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Understanding Omitted Variable Bias: Definition, Causes, and Examples

In the field of econometrics and statistical modeling, maintaining proper model specification is
paramount for drawing valid conclusions. A frequent and serious threat to the validity of estimated
parameters is Omitted Variable Bias (OVB). This phenomenon occurs when a relevant

explanatory variable--one that significantly influences the outcome--is not included in a regression

model. The consequence of this omission is that the calculated coefficient estimates for the
variables that are included become distorted, leading to fundamentally biased interpretations of
their true relationship with the response variable.

Understanding why a crucial variable might be left out of the analysis is essential for diagnosis.
Researchers typically face two primary scenarios that lead to OVB. In many real-world
applications, data collection is imperfect, and key metrics might simply be unavailable for the
chosen sample population. Alternatively, the theoretical relationship between a potential
explanatory factor and the response variable may be unknown or overlooked during the initial

model development phase, leading the researcher to mistakenly exclude it.

When OVB is present, the model misattributes the effect of the missing variable to the variables
that are observed. This effectively contaminates the results, making it impossible to determine the
true causal effect of the included regressors. Therefore, properly specifying the model--ensuring all
relevant predictors are accounted for--is a foundational step in robust statistical inference.

The Necessary Conditions for Omitted Variable Bias

For the exclusion of a variable to result in true bias--rather than just increased variance--two
stringent conditions must simultaneously be met. If either of these requirements is not satisfied, the
omission, while perhaps suboptimal for prediction, will not lead to a systematic bias in the
estimates of the included variables.

These two conditions establish a critical pathway through which the omitted variable's influence is
funneled into the observed coefficients. The bias arises because the regression model cannot

distinguish between the independent effect of an included variable and the shared, correlated
effect of the missing variable.

The two requirements for Omitted Variable Bias to occur are:

The omitted variable must be significantly correlated with one or more of the explanatory
variables already included in the model. This correlation acts as the bridge that connects the
omitted variable to the existing structure.

The omitted variable must also be correlated with the response variable (the outcome) itself. If the

omitted variable has no true relationship with the outcome, its absence will not distort the core
relationships we are attempting to measure.
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Theoretical Effects and Direction of Bias

To illustrate the mechanism of OVB, consider a theoretical scenario involving two explanatory
variables, A and B, and a single response variable, Y. The true model of reality includes both A
and B. However, the researcher mistakenly fits a simple linear regression model where A is the

only predictor, thus omitting B. If B is correlated with A and also correlated with Y, the estimated
coefficient for A ($hat{beta} A$) will capture not only the true effect of A on Y but also the indirect
effect of B that is channeled through A.

The direction of the bias (positive or negative) depends entirely on the signs of these two
correlation pathways. If the correlation between the included variable (A) and the omitted variable
(B) is positive, and the correlation between the omitted variable (B) and the response variable (Y)
is also positive, the resulting bias in the estimated coefficient of A will be positive (overstated).
Conversely, if the correlations have opposite signs, the bias will be negative (understated). The
diagram below provides a quick reference for predicting this direction:

A and B are |A and B are
positively |negatively
correlated |correlated
B is positively Positive Negative
correlated with Y Bias Bias
B is negatively Negative Positive
correlated with Y Bias Bias

The severity of OVB is directly proportional to both the strength of the correlation between the
included and omitted variable, and the true impact of the omitted variable on the outcome. This
systematic error violates the fundamental assumption of regression models that the error term
must be uncorrelated with the predictors. When a relevant variable is omitted, it effectively
becomes part of the error term, and since it is correlated with an included predictor, the crucial
assumption is broken, rendering the Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) estimates biased and
inconsistent.

Case Study: lllustrating Bias in Real Estate Pricing

To ground this concept in a practical example, let us examine the relationship between house
characteristics and price. Suppose a researcher aims to quantify the effect of square footage on
the final sale price of a home. Initially, they fit a simple linear regression model using only this
single explanatory variable:
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House price = BO + B1(square footage)

After running the analysis on the available dataset, the estimated model yields the following result:

House price = 40,203.91 + 118.31(square footage)

The preliminary interpretation of the coefficient B1 suggests a strong positive relationship: for every
additional one unit increase in square footage, the house price is expected to increase by $118.31,
on average. However, this interpretation is likely flawed because the model suffers from Omitted
Variable Bias, as it fails to account for other major factors influencing price, such as the age of the
house.

The variable house age meets both criteria for OVB: (1) Older homes tend to be smaller (negative
correlation with square footage), and (2) Older homes typically sell for less (negative correlation
with the response variable, price). Since the included variable (square footage) and the omitted

variable (age) are negatively correlated, and the omitted variable (age) and the response variable
(price) are also negatively correlated, we anticipate a positive bias in the square footage
coefficient. The model is incorrectly attributing the negative effect of age to the positive effect of
size, thus inflating the perceived value of square footage, as demonstrated in the diagram below:

A and B are |A and B are
positively [negatively
correlated |correlated
B is positively Positive Negative
correlated with Y Bias Bias
B is negatively Negative Positive
correlated with Y Bias Bias

Upon obtaining the necessary data for house age and re-running the analysis with a multiple
regression model framework, the model specification improves significantly:

House price = BO + B1(square footage) + B2(age)

The resulting, more robust estimated model is:

House price = 123,426.20 + 81.06(square footage) - 1,291.04(age)
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Note that the coefficient estimate for square footage went significantly down, which means it was
positively biased in the previous simple model. The revised coefficient is now $81.06--a substantial
decrease from the initial $118.31 estimate. This clear reduction confirms that the initial model was
indeed positively biased due to the omission of age.

Crucially, the interpretation of the new coefficient changes dramatically. We now state that each
additional one unit increase in square footage is associated with an average increase in house
price of $81.06, provided that the age of the house is held constant (ceteris paribus). This
controlled interpretation reflects the true marginal effect of size, independent of the aging factor.

Strategies for Addressing Omitted Variable Bias

While Omitted Variable Bias is a frequent challenge in empirical research, particularly in fields
relying on non-experimental data, recognizing and mitigating it is crucial for accurate inference.
The most direct and preferred solution is ensuring complete model specification by including all
relevant explanatory variables. This might involve extensive literature review to identify known

confounders or leveraging advanced data collection techniques to capture previously missing
factors.

However, obtaining perfect data is often impossible. When data for a potential confounder cannot
be collected, researchers must consider alternative statistical techniques. Methods such as using
proxy variables (factors highly correlated with the missing variable) or employing techniques
designed to handle unobserved heterogeneity, like fixed effects models in panel data, can partially
alleviate the issue. If the correlation between the omitted variable and the included variables is
believed to be weak, the resulting bias may be considered negligible, but this assessment requires
careful justification.

In summary, the presence of OVB significantly compromises the reliability of a regression model,
leading to incorrect inferences about the relationships under study. As demonstrated by the house
price example, leaving out relevant variables can profoundly affect the magnitude and
interpretation of core parameter estimates. Researchers must prioritize comprehensive model
building, recognizing that the primary goal is not merely achieving a high R-squared value, but
obtaining unbiased estimates that reflect the true causal or correlational structure of the data.

Additional Resources for Statistical Specification

For further reading on related statistical concepts that deal with specification issues and
unobserved variables, consider exploring these topics:

What is a Lurking Variable?
What is a Confounding Variable?
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Instrumental Variables (A technique often used when OVB is suspected but the omitted variable
is unobservable).
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