
A COM-Poisson Mixed Model with Normal Random Effects for Clustered Count Data

Darcy Steeg Morris*1

U.S. Census Bureau, Washington, DC, USA - darcy.steeg.morris@census.gov

Kimberly F. Sellers1

Georgetown University and U.S. Census Bureau, Washington, DC, USA - kfs7@georgetown.edu

Abstract

Clustered count data are commonly modeled using Poisson regression with random effects to account for
the correlation induced by clustering. The Poisson mixed model allows for over-dispersion via the nature of
the within-cluster correlation, however, departures from equi-dispersion may also exist due to the underlying
count process mechanism. We extend the cross-sectional Conway-Maxwell-Poisson (COM-Poisson) regression
model – a generalized regression model for count data in light of inherent data dispersion – to incorporate
normal-distributed random effects for the analysis of clustered count data. We demonstrate model flexibility
of the COM-Poisson mixed model via simulated examples.
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1. Introduction

The most widely used regression for count response data is the Poisson model. The Poisson regression
model considers the relationship between count response and explanatory data under the strict assumption
of equi-dispersion (i.e. the variance equals the mean). The Poisson random effects regression model – an
extension of the standard Poisson regression model – is commonly used for correlated count data where
multiple outcome measurements are available for each cluster.2 To account for within-cluster correlation,
the model combines the standard Poisson count model with a cluster-specific term that reflects cluster-level
heterogeneity (Cameron and Trivedi 1998, Winkelmann 2008). Models of this type assume that data are
independent between cluster and that within-cluster correlation is adequately controlled for through the
cluster-specific random effect. The introduction of the additional randomness due to the random intercept
allows the cluster-specific rates to vary in a way that cannot be accounted for by observables. Allowing this
additional variability naturally relaxes the strict equi-dispersion assumption of the Poisson distribution.

The underlying count outcome, however, may exhibit under-dispersion or additional over-dispersion that is
not adequately modeled by the correlation structure alone. Such data requires a more flexible count model
to account for underlying count dispersion as well as clustering. A popular alternative to handle over-
dispersion is the negative binomial (NB) model – with or without random effects. The negative binomial
model can address additional over-dispersion, but it does not address data under-dispersion. Alternatively,
the Conway-Maxwell-Poisson (COM-Poisson) model allows for both over- and under-dispersed count data.
Marginal COM-Poisson models have been proposed to jointly account for within-cluster association and
dispersion (Khan and Jowaheer 2013, Choo-Wosoba et. al. 2016). Using the mixed model framework (i.e.
conditional models), we extend the COM-Poisson generalized linear model (GLM) (Sellers and Shmueli 2010)
to study maximum likelihood estimation of a COM-Poisson mixed model with normal-distributed random

1This paper is intended to inform interested parties of research and to encourage discussion. Any views expressed
on statistical, methodological, technical, or operational issues are those of the authors and not necessarily those of
the U.S. Census Bureau.

2We define clustered data in the general sense, as the studied models can be applied to various specific types of
clustered/correlated count data such as longitudinal, repeated measures, spatial, and family data.
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effects.

2. COM-Poisson Distribution and Regression Model

The COM-Poisson distribution is a flexible distribution for count data that allows for over- or under-dispersion
(Conway and Maxwell 1962, Shmueli et. al. 2005). The COM-Poisson probability mass function for a single
observation i takes the form

P (Y = yi | λ, ν) =
λyi

(yi!)νZ(λ, ν)
, yi = 0, 1, 2, . . . (1)

for a random variable Y , where Z(λ, ν) =
∑∞
s=0

λs

(s!)ν is a normalizing constant. In this setting, λ = E(Y ν),

where ν ≥ 0 is the dispersion parameter such that ν = 1, ν > 1, and ν < 1 signify equi-dispersion, under-
dispersion, and over-dispersion, respectively. The moments of the COM-Poisson distribution are not of closed
form, however, Shmueli et. al. (2005) note that assuming an asymptotic approximation for Z(λ, ν) leads to
a close approximation for the mean:

E(Y ) = λ
∂ logZ(λ, ν)

∂λ
≈ λ1/ν − ν − 1

2ν
for ν ≤ 1 or λ > 10ν . (2)

The COM-Poisson distribution includes three well-known distributions as special cases: Poisson with rate
parameter λ (ν = 1); geometric with success probability 1 − λ (ν = 0, λ < 1); and Bernoulli with success
probability λ

1+λ (ν → ∞). See Shmueli et. al. (2005) and Sellers et. al. (2012) for details regarding this
distribution.

Sellers and Shmueli (2010) extend the COM-Poisson distribution to the regression context allowing varying λ
for each observation i. This GLM approach assumes a link function η(E(Yi)) = log λi that indirectly models
the relationship between the mean and the linear predictor. The relationship between λi and the observations
is encapsulated in the row vector of covariates, xi, with the log-likelihood for observation i now

logLi(β, ν|yi,xi) = yi log λi − ν log yi!− logZ(λi, ν), (3)

where

log λi = β0 + β1xi1 + · · ·+ βpxip
.
= xiβ. (4)

Sellers and Shmueli (2010) describe maximum likelihood estimation of this model. Guikema and Coffelt
(2008) propose Bayesian estimation of a re-parameterized version of this model. Both approaches allow mod-
eling of the dispersion parameter ν, however, we assume a constant ν in the development of the COM-Poisson
mixed model for clustered data.

Poisson regression can model equi-dispersed data with one less parameter, however, the additional dispersion
parameter in the COM-Poisson regression model flexibly handles equi-, over-, or under-dispersion without
bias in inference. Given that most real count data exhibit some form of data dispersion, the COM-Poisson
model is a viable alternative to both the negative binomial and Poisson regression models for count data.

3. COM-Poisson Mixed Model

We extend the Sellers and Shmueli (2010) COM-Poisson regression model to include a random intercept in
order to model clustered data. The random intercept COM-Poisson model assumes:

yij |ui ∼ CMP(λ∗ij , ν) (5)

log(λ∗ij) = β0 + β1xij1 + · · ·+ βpxijp + ui
.
= xijβ + ui (6)

ui ∼ N(0, σ2) (7)
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where yij is the count outcome for cluster i at occurrence j, i = 1, . . . , N , j = 1, . . . , Ji; xij is a vector of
explanatory variables; and ui is the cluster-specific term for cluster i. Under these assumptions, the count
outcome for cluster i at occurrence j follows a COM-Poisson distribution conditional on a cluster-specific
random effect, a set of covariates, and a vector of regression parameters (β0, . . . , βp) that are common to all
clusters. The clusters are assumed to be independent from one another and observations within a cluster are
independent conditional on the random effect (yij |= yik|ui for j 6= k). We make the common assumption
that the random effects are normally distributed. We obtain maximum likelihood estimates in R using (1)
numerical integration (the integrate function) to obtain an approximation of the marginal loglikelihood:

logL(β, ν, σ2|yi1, . . . , yiJi) =
N∑
i=1

Ji∑
j=1

yij log(λij)− ν
N∑
i=1

Ji∑
j=1

log(yij !)−
N∑
i=1

log(σ
√

2π) (8)

+
N∑
i=1

log

∫
ui

e
ui
∑Ji

j=1
yij−u2

i /2σ
2

 Ji∏
j=1

Z(euiλij , ν)

−1 dui
 ,

and (2) optimization (the nlminb function) to maximize the approximate marginal loglikelihood. Maxi-
mum likelihood estimates of the COM-Poisson mixed model can similarly be obtained in SASR© using the
NLMIXED procedure (Morris et. al. 2017).

4. Analysis of Simulated Data

We conduct an analysis of simulated count regression data to demonstrate the flexibility of the random inter-
cept COM-Poisson regression model for clustered count data. Three random intercept models (Poisson, nega-
tive binomial, COM-Poisson) are fit to clustered count datasets simulated from: Poisson, Bernoulli, geometric,
under-dispersed COM-Poisson (ν = 5) and over-dispersed COM-Poisson (ν = .75) distributions.3 These five
simulated datasets capture various scenarios where, in addition to the clustering, the data are under-, over-,
or equi-dispersed. The clustering is induced by a simulated cluster-specific term u (ui ∼ N(0, .5)) shared by
each observation in the cluster. Each of the five simulated datasets consist of the following for a given observa-
tion: a continuous explanatory variable x (xi ∼ N(0, .1)), a response variable y, and the cluster identification
number. Each of the 100 clusters (N = 100) is observed five times (Ji = 5 ∀ i) for a total of 500 observations.
The Bernoulli simulation necessarily has a binary response values (0 or 1), whereas the other four simula-
tions all have count response values. We consider the regression model, log (λij) = β0 + β1xi, for all of the
proposed models under consideration. For the special case of a Bernoulli/logistic model, we define λij = pi

1−pi .

The three models – Poisson, negative binomial, and COM-Poisson – capture variations in conditional dis-
tributional assumptions of the data. Table 1 provides the dispersion parameter estimates, estimates of the
random effect variance and AIC for each of the models fit to each of the simulated datasets. We find that
the COM-Poisson model has the best model fit for the COM-Poisson simulated data and comparable model
fit for the COM-Poisson special cases. For the Poisson and Bernoulli simulated data, we find that the
COM-Poisson model accurately recognizes the special cases (ν̂ = 1.12 ≈ 1 and ν̂ = 30.0 is large for Poisson
and Bernoulli, respectively) and has AIC values roughly equivalent to the special case models (1753.8 vs.
1754.1 and 661.4 vs. 661.6). Note that the negative binomial model also recognizes the Poisson special

case (k̂ = 0). For the simulated geometric data, the negative binomial model outperforms the COM-Poisson
model (AIC values of 1912.2 vs. 1920.5 for the negative binomial and COM-Poisson models, respectively).
Even though the COM-Poisson model accurately recognizes the geometric special case (ν̂ = 0.00), the ge-
ometric and COM-Poisson models are only a special case of the negative binomial model, allowing it to
capture variation in the geometric simulated data in a way that the COM-Poisson model cannot. Note that
the negative binomial model also recognizes the geometric special case (k̂ = 1.10 ≈ 1). The analysis of the
special case simulated datasets illustrate the flexibility of the COM-Poisson to capture equi-dispersion and

3The simulated under- and over-dispersed COM-Poisson counts are generated using the makeCMPdata function in
the COMPoissonReg package (Sellers and Lotze, 2015).
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Table 1: Dispersion and variance estimates for random intercept Poisson, negative binomial (NB)
and COM-Poisson (CMP) models for various simulated data sets. Akaike’s Information Criterion
(AIC) reported for model comparisons – bold values indicate the model with the lowest AIC.

Simulated Model

Dataset Estimate Poisson NB COM-Poisson

Poisson Dispersion k̂ = 0.00 ν̂ = 1.12
Variance σ̂2 = 0.511 σ̂2 = 0.511 σ̂2 = 0.619

AIC 1753.8 1755.8 1754.1

Bernoulli* Dispersion k̂ = 0.00 ν̂ = 30.0
Variance σ̂2 = 0.000 σ̂2 = 0.000 σ̂2 = 0.811

AIC 910.0 912.0 661.6

Geometric Dispersion k̂ = 1.10 ν̂ = 0.00
Variance σ̂2 = 0.692 σ̂2 = 0.456 σ̂2 = 0.042

AIC 2287.0 1912.2 1920.5

CMP Dispersion k̂ = 0.00 ν̂ = 5.32
(under) Variance σ̂2 = 0.000 σ̂2 = 0.000 σ̂2 = 0.810

AIC 968.6 970.6 807.6

CMP Dispersion k̂ = 0.10 ν̂ = 0.65
(over) Variance σ̂2 = 0.717 σ̂2 = 0.696 σ̂2 = 0.373

AIC 2122.6 2105.5 2102.6

* The random intercept logistic model results/estimates for the simulated

Bernoulli data are: AIC = 661.4 and σ̂2 = 0.704.

extreme over-/under-dispersion, while the superior performance of the COM-Poisson model on the COM-
Poisson simulated datasets shows its flexibility to also capture intermediate levels of over- or under-dispersion.

With respect to the estimates of the random intercept variance, the COM-Poisson model estimates non-zero
variance in all cases, reflecting the variability due to the clustered nature of the simulated data.4 For the
cases of equi- and over-dispersion (i.e. Poisson, geometric and CMP (over)), both the Poisson and negative
binomial models estimate a non-zero variance. However, because the Poisson and negative binomial models
cannot handle under-dispersion, in the under-dispersed simulated data cases (Bernoulli and CMP (under))
these models estimate zero within-cluster variability. In all cases, the estimate of the random intercept vari-
ance must be cautiously compared across models – the linear predictor is directly linked to the mean in the
Poisson and negative binomial models, whereas it is indirectly linked to the mean in the COM-Poisson model
(as defined in equations (2) and (6)).

5. Discussion

The COM-Poisson regression model is a flexible model for count data in light of data dispersion. We extend
the cross-sectional COM-Poisson model of Sellers and Shmueli (2010) to include a random intercept to ad-
dress cluster-level correlation in clustered count data. The flexibility of the random intercept COM-Poisson

4Estimates of the regression coefficients, β0 and β1, are excluded for brevity as the focus of this paper is on model
fit and cluster effects.
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model allows deviations from equi-dispersion due to the nature of the clustering as well as the nature of the
underlying count mechanism. The analysis of five simulated clustered count datasets with varying degrees
of underlying dispersion illustrates the flexibility of the COM-Poisson mixed model to provide a good model
fit for special cases of well-known count distributions, as well as cases with intermediate levels of over- or
under-dispersion. More complex model specification, e.g. random slopes and mixed modeling of the disper-
sion parameter, can naturally be incorporated but are left to future research.
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