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The MANOVA, or Multivariate Analysis of Variance, is a powerful statistical technique utilized

when researchers wish to examine how one or more categorical independent variables (factors)

simultaneously influence two or more continuous dependent variables (response variables). Unlike

its simpler counterpart, the ANOVA, the MANOVA considers the correlations among the dependent

variables, making it a highly efficient method for multivariate research designs.

For example, a researcher might employ a MANOVA to investigate whether varying levels of

education (e.g., High school degree, Associate's degree, Bachelor's degree, Master's degree)

exert a significant effect on both annual income and total student loan debt concurrently. This

holistic approach helps control for Type I error inflation that would occur if separate ANOVAs were

run for each dependent variable.

Related: Understanding the fundamental principles of multivariate analysis is crucial before

proceeding.

To ensure the validity and reliability of the statistical conclusions drawn from a MANOVA, several

key assumptions must be rigorously checked prior to interpreting the results. Failure to meet these

assumptions can lead to inaccurate p-values and misleading inferences about the population

parameters.

The primary assumptions underlying the use of the MANOVA model are:

Multivariate Normality - The response variables must follow a multivariate normal distribution

within each level of the factor variable(s).

Independence of Observations - Each unit of observation must be randomly and independently

sampled from the population.

Homogeneity of Covariance Matrices - The population covariance matrices of the dependent

variables must be equivalent across all groups defined by the independent variables.

Absence of Multivariate Outliers - There should be no extreme multivariate outliers that

disproportionately influence the model coefficients.

In the subsequent sections, we provide a detailed explanation of each assumption, discussing its

theoretical importance and outlining the practical methods used to determine if the assumption has

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Multivariate_analysis_of_variance
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Multivariate_analysis_of_variance
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Multivariate_analysis_of_variance
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Multivariate_analysis_of_variance
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Multivariate_analysis_of_variance
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Multivariate_normal_distribution
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Covariance_matrix
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Outlier
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com/?p=9128
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com


The Complete Guide: Check MANOVA Assumptions 3

PSYCHOLOGICAL STATISTICS statistics.arabpsychology.com

been successfully met in your dataset.

Assumption 1: Multivariate Normality

The assumption of Multivariate Normality dictates that the combination of the dependent variables

must follow a normal distribution when considered together within each group defined by the factor

variables. This is a stricter requirement than standard univariate normality, as it involves assessing

the joint distribution of all response variables simultaneously.

Although formally testing for Multivariate Normality can be complex, a common rule of thumb

related to sample size often provides practical assurance. If the sample size is sufficiently large--

specifically, if there are at least 20 observations for every unique combination of factor level and

response variable--researchers can generally rely on the Central Limit Theorem to assume that the

underlying sampling distribution is approximately normal.

When the sample size is limited (i.e., fewer than 20 observations per cell), visual inspections

become crucial. Researchers can analyze the residuals by generating a scatterplot matrix or a

series of Q-Q plots for the residuals of each dependent variable. These plots help to visually

diagnose potential departures from the expected normal distribution pattern.

It is fortunate that the MANOVA is known to be quite robust against minor or moderate violations of

the Multivariate Normality assumption, especially when the sample sizes across groups are

relatively equal. Significant departures, however, especially in conjunction with unequal group

sizes, can compromise the validity of the F-tests used in the analysis.

Assumption 2: Independence of Observations

This assumption requires that each data point, or observation, collected for the study must be

independent of all other observations. In practical terms, the measurement of one participant

should not influence or be related to the measurement of any other participant. This independence

is typically ensured through proper study design and rigorous data collection methodology.

Ensuring independence usually involves utilizing probability sampling methods, where every

member of the population has a known, non-zero chance of being selected. When observations

are collected in a clustered fashion (e.g., students within classrooms, patients within hospitals), the

assumption of independence may be violated, often necessitating more complex statistical models

like hierarchical linear modeling rather than a standard MANOVA.

Examples of robust probability sampling methods that help guarantee the independence of

observations include:

Simple random sampling: Every individual is chosen entirely by chance and has an equal
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probability of being selected.

Stratified random sampling: The population is divided into strata, and individuals are randomly

sampled from within each stratum.

Cluster random sampling: The population is divided into clusters, and a random selection of

clusters is analyzed entirely.

Systematic random sampling: Participants are selected at regular intervals from a sampling

frame.

A clear violation of independence, such as repeated measures on the same subjects over time

analyzed as independent samples, represents a serious threat to the validity of the MANOVA

results. This is an assumption that must be addressed through design rather than statistical

correction.

Assumption 3: Homogeneity of Covariance Matrices

The homogeneity of Covariance Matrices, sometimes referred to as homogeneity of variance-

covariance matrices, assumes that the relationship structure among the dependent variables is

equivalent across all groups of the independent factor. In simpler terms, the variances of the

dependent variables and the covariance matrices between them must be statistically equal for all

population groups being compared.

The standard statistical procedure for evaluating this assumption is the use of Box's M test. This

test evaluates the null hypothesis that the population covariance matrices are indeed equal. Since

Box's M test is highly sensitive to slight deviations, especially with large sample sizes, researchers

often adopt a more conservative significance level (alpha) of .001, rather than the typical .05.

If the p-value resulting from Box's M test is greater than .001, the researcher can generally

conclude that the assumption of equal covariance matrices is met. Conversely, a p-value less than

.001 suggests a statistically significant violation of this assumption.

Despite the statistical significance of a violation indicated by Box's M test, the MANOVA model is

often robust against departures from this assumption, particularly when group sample sizes are

similar. Non-equal covariance matrices only pose a severe problem for inference when the

differences between the matrices are substantial and group sizes are markedly unequal. If this

assumption is violated, the researcher should consider using alternatives to the standard Pillai's

trace statistic, such as the robust Hotelling's T-squared statistic or adjusting the degrees of

freedom.

Assumption 4: Absence of Multivariate Outliers

The presence of extreme multivariate outliers--observations that are unusually far removed from
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the center of the data distribution in multidimensional space--can significantly skew the results of a

MANOVA, affecting both the estimates of the means and the overall tests of significance.

Therefore, identifying and addressing these unusual data points is a critical preprocessing step.

The most widely accepted method for detecting these influential observations is calculating the

Mahalanobis distance (D²). Mahalanobis distance measures the distance of a single observation

from the centroid (the mean vector) of all observations, adjusting for the correlation structure and

variance of the variables. This provides a standardized measure of multivariate distance.

To determine if an observation is an extreme outlier, the calculated Mahalanobis distance is

assessed against a chi-square distribution with degrees of freedom equal to the number of

dependent variables. If the corresponding p-value for the Mahalanobis distance of any observation

falls below a stringent cutoff, typically .001, that observation is usually classified as an extreme

multivariate outlier and warrants careful investigation.

Researchers must decide whether to remove the outlier, transform the variable, or retain the

observation and report its impact on the analysis. The best course of action depends on whether

the outlier represents a genuine but rare case, a data entry error, or a sampling anomaly.

Additional Resources for Assumption Testing

While the theoretical understanding of these assumptions is vital, their practical application

requires specialized statistical software. Refer to the following tutorials to see how to calculate

Mahalanobis distance and perform Box's M test in various statistical software packages:

Conducting the MANOVA Analysis

Once the core assumptions have been verified, you are prepared to proceed with the primary

analysis. The following tutorials explain how to perform a MANOVA in various statistical software

environments:
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