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missed the nature of the relationship between arousal and performance. That is, they would have concluded 
that there is no correlation between arousal and performance. However, if we look more deeply at the relation-
ship, then indeed, we detect an important relationship between these two variables.3

Caution 5: Spurious correlations

You may have heard at some point that “correlation does not equal causation.” Let’s examine what that means. 
Take an example: Did you know that there is a relationship between the number of kitchen appliances in the 
home and use of birth control? That is, the more kitchen appliances people have, the more likely they are to 
use birth control. So if we want to curb teenage pregnancy, it appears we need to go to the local middle and 
high schools and give those students blenders (what Keith Stanovich cleverly called “Birth control by the toaster 
method” [2004, p. iv]).

This is an example of a spurious correlation. By spurious, we mean “deceptive” (Haig, 2003). Birth con-
trol use and number of kitchen appliances are indeed related. However, there are outside factors, which are 
not stated, that are responsible for the real relationship that we observe. Why do you think that people who 
have lots of kitchen appliances are more likely to use birth control? Or stated the other way, why are people 
who have few appliances less likely to use birth control? What does one need to get appliances? To get access 
to birth control? In both cases, people need money. Wealthier people, relative to poorer people, tend to have 
more kitchen appliances (because they can afford them), and they tend to use birth control more often 
(because they can afford to do so). Therefore, the relationship between using birth control and the number 
of kitchen appliances in the home exists because of a connection to socioeconomic status (SES). Of course, 
SES is related to a variety of other behaviors and outcomes, such as education. There could be (and likely 
are) numerous “third factors” that are responsible for an observed relationship between two other factors.

Spurious correlation: real relationship between two variables or events that exists because both variables are correlated 
to a third, unmeasured variable.

Consider the following news headline, “Birth season affects traits.” This story summarized findings of 
several research studies. For example, people with birthdays in the spring or summer tend to be more opti-
mistic than people with birthdays in autumn or winter. However, people with spring or summer birthdays are 
also more likely to experience more frequent and rapid mood swings than people born in the winter. These 
findings are real relationships between when during the year people were born and their temperaments. 
However, it is a spurious correlation. What do you think might be a third, unmeasured factor in these relation-
ships? Environmentally, outdoor temperature, light exposure, a mother’s level of physical activity, and types 
of pathogens (to name but a handful) differ by season. Thus, it could be some of these factors (or others) that 
are contributing to the relationship between birth season and personality.

The bottom line here is that just because two events are related does not mean one caused the other. 
Season of birth does not cause personality differences. As just discussed, there could be, and typically are, 
other factors that need to be considered. When you see language in news headlines or elsewhere such as 
“There is a link between,” “Research supports a connection between,” or “There is a relationship between,” 
it is normally indicative of a correlation between two factors. That does not mean that one event caused the 
other event to occur. Spurious correlations are real relationships between two variables or events, but again, 
we need to think more deeply about why such connections exist. There is a relationship between ice cream 
cone sales and number of drownings in the United States. However, a third, unstated factor is at work here 
(think about what that third factor might be, and we will discuss it in the next Learning Check). Correlations 
are in fact powerful statistical tools and are staples in social science research. However, their interpretation 
requires some caution.


