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Making Controlled Comparisons

Objective Functions Introduced Author or Source

Generating controlled 
cross-tabulations

xtabC {poliscidata} Philip Pollock and Barry Edwards, uses the colPercents 
function from John Fox’s Rcmdr package1

Generating controlled 
mean comparison 
tables

imeansC 
{poliscidata}

Philip Pollock and Barry Edwards, uses the brkdn.plot 
function from the plotrix package by Lemon et al.2 and 
svydesign from Thomas Lumley’s survey package3

Producing graphs of 
means or of indicator 
variables 

iplotC {poliscidata} Philip Pollock and Barry Edwards, uses the brkdn.plot 
function from the plotrix package by Lemon et al.2 and 
svydesign from Thomas Lumley’s survey package3 

P olitical analysis often begins by making simple comparisons using cross-tabulation analysis or mean 
comparison  analysis. Simple comparisons allow the researcher to examine the relationship between an 

independent variable, X, and a dependent variable, Y. However, there is always the possibility that alternative 
causes—rival explanations—are at work, affecting the observed relationship between X and Y. An alternative 
cause is symbolized by the letter Z. If the researcher does not control for Z, then he or she may misinterpret the 
relationship between X and Y.

What can happen to the relationship between an independent variable and a dependent variable, 
controlling for an alternative cause? One possibility is that the relationship between the independent 
variable and the dependent variable is spurious. In a spurious relationship, once the researcher controls 
for a rival causal factor, the original relationship becomes very weak, perhaps disappearing altogether. 
The control variable does all of the explanatory work. In another possibility, the researcher observes an 

1 Fox, J., and Bouchet-Valat, M. (2017). Rcmdr: R Commander (version 2.3-2). Contributions from many other users. Available 
at http://CRAN.R-project.org/package=Rcmdr
2 Lemon, J., Bolker, B., Oom, S., Klein, E., Rowlingson, B., Wickham, H., Tyagi, A., Eterradossi, O., Grothendieck, G., Toews, 
M., Kane, J., Turner, R., Witthoft, C., Stander, J., Petzoldt, T., Duursma, R., Biancotto, E., Levy, O., Dutang, C., Solymos, P., 
Engelmann, R., Hecker, M., Steinbeck, F., Borchers, H., Singmann, H., Toal, T., and Ogle, D. (2016). plotrix: Various plotting 
functions (R package version 3.6-2). Available at http://CRAN.R-project.org/package=plotrix
3 Lumley, T. (2012). survey: Analysis of complex survey samples (R package version 3.28-2). Available at http://cran.r-project 
.org/web/packages/survey/index.html. See also: Lumley, T. (2004). Analysis of complex survey samples. Journal of Statistical 
Software, 9(1), 1–19; Lumley, T. (2010). Complex surveys: A guide to analysis using R. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons.




