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Extraneous Variables

Another reason for introducing a third variable into a bivariate relationship is to see whether the original relationship 
is spurious due to the influence of an extraneous variable, which is a variable that causes both the independent and 

dependent variables. The only reason the independent and dependent 
variables are related, therefore, is that they both are the effects of a com-
mon cause (another independent variable). 

Exhibit F.18 shows what a spurious relationship would look like. In 
this case, the relationship between x and y exists only because both are the 
effects of the common cause z. Controlling for z, therefore, will eliminate 
the x-y relationship. Ruling out possible extraneous variables will help 
considerably strengthen the conclusion that the relationship between the 

independent and dependent variables is causal, particularly if all the variables that seem to have the potential for creating a 
spurious relationship can be controlled.

Notice that if a variable is acting as an extraneous variable, then controlling for it will cause the original relation-
ship between the independent and dependent variables to disappear or substantially diminish. This was also the 
empirical test for an intervening variable. Therefore, the difference between intervening and extraneous variables is 
a logical one and not an empirical one. In both instances, controlling for the third variable will cause the original rela-
tionship to diminish or disappear. There should, therefore, be sound theoretical grounds for suspecting that a variable 
is acting as an intervening variable, explaining the relationship between the independent and dependent variables.

As an example of a possible extraneous relationship, we will look at the association between a youth’s percep-
tion of the certainty of punishment and self-reported involvement in delinquency. Deterrence theory should lead 
us to predict a negative relationship between perceived certainty and delinquency. Indeed, this is exactly what we 

Extraneous variable  A variable that influences 
both the independent and dependent 
variables so as to create a spurious association 
between them that disappears when the 
extraneous variable is controlled.

Cross-Tabulation of Respondents’ Gender by Delinquency Within Levels of 
Parental Supervision

Exhibit F.17

Weak Parental Supervision

Self-Reported Delinquency

Gender Low Medium High Total

Female 26.1% 27.9% 46.0% 337

Male 23.2% 27.2% 49.6% 427

Total 764

χ2 = 1.220 (p > .05), Gamma = .067

Strong Parental Supervision

Self-Reported Delinquency

Gender Low Medium High Total

Female 54.4% 25.7% 19.8% 343

Male 46.1% 30.3% 23.6% 165

Total 508

χ2 = 3.193 (p > .05), Gamma = .136


