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heard the old adage among researchers, “Correlation does not prove causation”? It is meant to remind us that an associa-
tion between two variables might be caused by something else. If we measure children’s shoe sizes and their academic 
knowledge, for example, we will find a positive association. However, the association results from the fact that older 
children tend to have larger feet as well as more academic knowledge. As it turns out, shoe size does not cause increased 
knowledge or vice versa. We would say that the association between shoe size and knowledge is spurious (meaning 
apparently but not actually valid—that is, false).

Before we conclude that variation in an independent variable causes variation in a dependent variable, we must 
have reason to believe that the relationship is nonspurious. Nonspuriousness is a relationship between two variables 
that is not due to variation in a third variable (see Exhibit 6.3).

Does Bushman et al.’s (2012) claim of a causal effect rest on any stronger ground? To evaluate nonspuriousness, you 
need to know about one more feature of his experiment. He assigned students to watch either the violent video or the non-
violent video randomly—that is, by the toss of a coin. Because he used random assignment, the characteristics and atti-
tudes that students already possessed when they were recruited for the experiment could not influence which video they 
watched. As a result, the students’ characteristics and attitudes could not explain why one group reacted differently from 
the other after watching the videos. In fact, because Bushman used 296 students in his experiment, it is highly unlikely 
that the violent video group and the nonviolent video group differed in any relevant way at the outset, even on the basis of 
chance. This experimental research design meets the criterion of nonspuriousness. 
Bushman’s conclusion that viewing video violence causes aggressive behavior thus 
rests on firm ground indeed.

Mechanism

Confidence in a conclusion that two variables have a causal connection will be 
strengthened if a mechanism—some discernible means of creating a connec-
tion—can be identified (Cook & Campbell, 1979, p. 35; Marini & Singer, 1988). 
Many social scientists believe that a causal explanation is not adequate until a 
causal mechanism is identified—what process or mechanism actually is responsi-
ble for the relationship between the independent and dependent variables.

Exhibit 6.3 A Spurious Relationship
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Spurious relationship  A relationship between 
two variables that is due to variation in a third 
variable

Nonspuriousness  A relationship that exists 
between two variables that is not due to 
variation in a third variable

Mechanism  A discernible process that 
creates a causal connection between two 
variables


