
 

Try It Yourself 

Consider the following studies, and assess whether the reported correlation 
is probably part of a cause and effect relationship.  Consider whether there 
is a reasonable theory to explain the correlation, and whether some third 
factor might cause the correlation. 

1.  A web merchant finds a correlation between time spent on the web site 
and money spent at checkout. 

2.  A medical study finds that elderly subjects who walk the fastest live the 
longest. 

3.  There is a positive correlation between income and education. 

4.  An exhaustive review of health records shows that higher consumption 
of zinc supplements is positively correlated with the scope of a person's 
social network.  

 

 ANSWER  

1.  This correlation is probably a real cause and effect relationship.  It makes perfect sense that 

spending more money online would require spending more time browsing for products. 

2.  This might or might not be cause and effect.  Many studies show a positive effect of exercise, 

and exercise does help keep the body in better condition.  On the other hand, it could be that, a 

third factor, lack of illness in some elderly, allows faster walking and leads to longer life spans. 

3.  This correlation is probably a real cause and effect relationship.  On balance, education 

improves skills, and employers are willing to pay more for skilled workers.  There is also a 

possibility of a reverse cause and effect "feedback" relationship - education is expensive, and 

both families and regions with higher income generate more resources for students to get more 

and better education. 

4.  This could be coincidence.  There is no apparent theory explaining why there should be a 

cause and effect relationship between the two factors, nor any linked third factor.  Part of the 

clue here is that there was an "exhaustive review."  It is likely that many possible associations 

were examined, and only this one, with a significant correlation, was reported.  That's like 

flipping a coin 10 times, repeating the 10 flips over and over, and then just reporting the one set 

of coin flips that happened to look interesting. 

 


