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The Daily Dose 
Issue 4 

Extraneous and confounding 
variables: Issue 4  

I’ve got 99 problems but a confounding 
variable ain’t one: page 3 

MATERNAL DEPRIVATION 
CAUSES AFFECTIONLESS 

PSYCHOPATHY 

A study has concluded that 
affectionless psychopathy, a 
condition where children do 
not have the ability to care 
about others or experience 
feelings of guilt, is caused by 
maternal deprivation.  
 
The researcher, John Bowlby, 
examined an opportunity 

sample of 44 children who had 
been referred to the London 
Child Guidance Clinic for 
stealing. These children, 
labelled the “44 juvenile 
thieves”, were compared to a 
control group of 44 children 
who were being treated at the 
same clinic, and who had not 
committed any crimes. The 

children were interviewed 
about their early life 
experiences and emotional 
wellbeing. 
 
Bowlby found that 32% of the 
thieves had affectionless 
psychopathy and 86% of the 
“affectionless psychopaths” 
had experienced a period of 
maternal separation before 
they were 5 years old. 
 
None of the control group 
were diagnosed with 
affectionless psychopathy and 
only 17% had experienced a 
period of maternal separation. 
Bowlby concluded that 
separation from mothers 
causes irreparable emotional 
damage to children. 
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Section | Exercise 1 The Daily Dose 
 
Exercise 1: Maternal deprivation causes affectionless psychopathy 
 
Read the news article “Maternal deprivation causes affectionless psychopathy” and answer the following 
questions according to what the article indicates. 
 

1. How did Bowlby collect information from his participants?  
 
 
 
 
 

2. What information did Bowlby collect from his participants? What were the variables? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. What kind of study design was used by Bowlby (experimental or observational)?  
 
 
 
 
 

4. According to the article, who had the highest risk of developing affectionless psychopathy? 
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Section | Research Methods The Daily Dose 

I’VE GOT 99 PROBLEMS  
BUT A CONFOUNDING VARIABLE AIN’T ONE 
In issue 1 we discussed how 
the world is full of variables 
and how scientists must sift 
through this variability to 
make sense of the world (see 
"Variety is the spice of life").  
 
When psychologists carry out 
research, they select and 
define the variables they want 
to observe, manipulate and 
measure. Any unwanted 
source of variation could be a 
problem.  
 
Imagine a psychologist wants 
to know the effects of cake on 
happiness. She invites 
participants to her lab and 
feeds them either carrot sticks 
or chocolate cake.  
 
She uses a happiness 
questionnaire and finds 
average scores are higher in 
the carrot group than the cake 
group. So do carrots make you 
happier than cake?  
 
Luckily, she also monitored 
amount eaten and discovered 
few participants ate the cake 
because it contained gluten. 
Some participants might have 
been hungry and annoyed.  
 
This is a confound - an 
unwanted variable that could 

cause the results or influence 
them in an important way, 
because, for example, it 
affects some participants’ 
results (those in the cake 
group) but not others (the 
carrot-eaters). 
 
Confounds are serious. They 
mean you cannot interpret 
your results A new experiment 
or analysis is needed where 
the confounds are eliminated 
or taken into account.   
 
Less seriously, there will also 
be lots of other things that 
cause extra variation in the 
data, but do not create a 
bogus pattern, because they 
affect all participants or both 
groups in the same way.  
 
Examples of extraneous 
variables in this study are age, 
gender, time of day etc. To 

control for these, the 
researcher randomly assigns 
participants to the cake or 
carrot condition. She tests 
everyone at the same time of 
day and asks participants not 
to eat for three hours before 
the experiment. To be extra 
sure, she could also check that 
age, gender etc. were even 
across the groups before 
doing the main analysis.  
 
A useful way to remember is 
that EXTRAneous variables 
refer to all of the EXTRA 
variables in the world that are 
not of main interest. 
 
CONfounding variables are 
variables that CONfuse the 
conclusions of a study.  
 
The same variable can move 
from being merely extraneous 
to seriously confounding 
depending on context. Here, 
gluten avoidance, amount 
eaten, hunger and annoyance 
were (related) confounds.  
 
If the experiment had been 
about strawberries, all of 
these things might still have 
been present as extraneous 
variables, but hopefully would 
not have affected the results 
differently between groups.   
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Section | Exercise 2 The Daily Dose 

 
Exercise 2: Maternal deprivation causes affectionless psychopathy 
 
Take another look at the news article “Maternal deprivation causes affectionless psychopathy” and answer 
the following questions: 
 

1. Consider your answer to question three in Exercise 1: What kind of study design was used by 
Bowlby (experimental or observational)?  
 
Based on the study's design, can we make conclusions about cause and effect? 
 
 

 

2. The “Maternal deprivation causes affectionless psychopathy” article claimed that “affectionless 
psychopathy, a condition where children do not have the ability to care about others or experience 
feelings of guilt, is caused by maternal deprivation”. Is this a causal claim? 
 
 

 

3. Is the claim “affectionless psychopathy, a condition where children do not have the ability to care 
about others or experience feelings of guilt, is caused by maternal deprivation” justified based on 
the study design? 
 
How could you change the wording to align with the study design? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Can you think of any potential confounding variables? 
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Section | Exercise 4 The Daily Dose 
 
Exercise 3:  Crossword 
 
Use your knowledge of research methods from issues 1-4 of the daily dose to complete the crossword 
below: 
 
 

                            

                            

                            
                            

                            

                            
                            

                            

                            
                            
                            

                            
                            

                            

                            

 
ACROSS 
  

3 When conducting research, scientists must protect participants from harm and record 
informed consent. What are these examples of? 

5 An uncontrolled variable which has an effect on the results of our research. They can lead to 
incorrect conclusions.   

6 Scientists measure the effect of the IV on this variable   
7 In this type of study, the variables are not manipulated. Instead, scientists look for 

relationships between variables.   
8 In this type of study, scientists manipulate variables to see if they have an effect on what 

they are measuring   
  9 Any variable that may or may not influence the results of our research   
  10 We can make conclusions about this if an experimental study was conducted   
   
DOWN 
  
  1 Scientists manipulate/make changes to this type of variable   
  2 When we define the variables in a study, we "________" them   
  4 The variables measured in observational studies 
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