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However, another equally plausible one suggests that if you perform well, you will be more satisfied with 

your job. It is impossible to unpack this conundrum with a simple bivariate correlation.

think it over 10.1

Is money a strong motivator?

A fast-food company wanted to motivate its staff to perform better. To this end it decided to give 

every employee a 20% pay rise. To measure the effect of this the company calculated the correlation 

coefficient between wages and performance. Initially r = 0.95 but after three months when the correl

ation coefficient was recalculated it came out at r = 0.

a	 How would you interpret these results?

b	 What conclusions can you make about the relationship between wages and performance?

Partial Correlation

One way of beginning to take account of the problems of bivariate correlations as discussed above is 

to include additional variables in our analysis. There are many ways of doing this, but a first step in 

understanding them is the idea of partial correlation. Again, let’s return to the lecture attendance–exam 

performance situation. Recall that I suggested that student ‘conscientiousness’ might be a third variable 

of interest to us, because it might influence both lecture attendance and exam performance. If we have 

data on all three variables, partial correlation can help us to unpack the unique and shared parts of the 

correlations.

Remember: the R2 for the association between lecture attendance and exam performance was 0.85, and 

as such lecture attendance accounts for 85% of the variance in exam performance. Now, imagine that 

there is an R2 of 0.2 for the association between conscientiousness and exam performance, and an R2 of 

0.5 between conscientiousness and lecture attendance. So, each variable shares some variance with the 

other two. It is likely that all three share some variance, and that there is also some shared variance which 

is unique to each pair of variables. Figure 10.1 shows this graphically.
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