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moved to the Republican Party. In this case, an individual’s view on abortion has become 
an intervening variable that pushes Catholics toward the Republican Party.
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BOX 11.1  Numbers in the News

In 1990, the World Bank issued goals for improving the lives of the people of the world, called the 
Millennium Development Goals. One of these goals is the elimination of extreme poverty. One objec-
tive was to cut extreme poverty in half by 2015. In 2010, that objective had already been met. 
Unfortunately, that pattern was not consistent across the world. Much of the decline was attributable 
to increasing prosperity in one country: China.7 Although poverty had declined in most of the coun-
tries of the world, once you control for region, you can see that the magnitude of the decline varies. 
Poverty has not declined in Africa and Southeast Asia as much as it has elsewhere in the world.8

SPURIOUS NON-RELATIONSHIPS

We’ve seen that with spurious relationships, correlation does not prove causation. It is 
important to include control variables that we know are associated with both our inde-
pendent and dependent variables in order to be confident that the original correlation 
reflects reality. But sometimes, we’ll be faced with the opposite of a spurious relationship. 
On occasion, we need to include a control variable because its absence will mask a real 
relationship. In that case, including a control variable will allow a real relationship that 
was previously invisible to appear. This happens when one of two highly correlated vari-
ables has a positive relationship with the dependent variable and the other has a negative 
relationship. If only the variable with the positive relationship is included, it will pick up 
the negative relationship of the excluded variable.

If either variable is excluded, the correlation between the included variable and the 
control variable will compound the underlying positive and negative relationships. The two 
opposing pressures cancel each other out and there appears to be no relationship. Only if 


