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Once you control for the third variable, the correlation vanishes. The third variable can be 
related in two different ways: It can be an antecedent variable or an intervening variable.

Antecedent Variables
Sometimes, we need to control for a third variable that has a causal effect on both our 
independent and dependent variables. When a variable comes before both our variables in 
the causal chain, we call that an antecedent variable. Figure 11.1 shows a model for that 
kind of relationship. It appears that there is a relationship between the independent vari-
able and the dependent variable, but the only real relationships are between the antecedent 
and independent variables and the antecedent and dependent variables. For example, for 
many years, we took for granted that Catholics in the United States would vote for the 
Democratic Party. But it wasn’t being Catholic that affected the vote, it was being an immi-
grant. Irish and Italian immigrants came initially to big cities in the United States, where 
the Democratic Party machines were well established. These machines helped new immi-
grants find housing and jobs, in return for which the new immigrants were socialized into 
the Democratic Party. So for many years, being Catholic was highly correlated with being 
a Democrat, but that correlation reflected a spurious relationship. Immigrants tended to be 
Catholic and they tended to join the Democratic Party.
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Intervening Variables
Sometimes, our independent variable affects our dependent variable only indirectly, 
through an intervening variable. Figure 11.2 shows this kind of relationship. In this sce-
nario, the independent variable affects the intervening variable, which in turn affects the 
dependent variable. In the past three decades, as the political socialization experienced by 
new immigrants a century ago has faded, Catholics have begun to vote for the Republican 
Party in greater numbers. Much of that shift has been fueled by an increasing focus on 
abortion as a political issue. To the degree that Catholics are pro-life and the Republican 
Party has, since 1980, increasingly taken a pro-life position on abortion, Catholics have 


