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Can you detect the error? Try this now before reading further.
The “U” in Ulrich (a proper name) was not capitalized in the RefWorks version. In 

addition, users of APA style need to know the recommended font (Times New Roman) 
and the recommended font size (12 pt.). The advice in this book is that you learn APA 
style well enough to detect these kinds of errors.

REASONABLE QUESTIONS AND THE 
PROBLEM OF THIRD VARIABLES:  
CLOSING THE RESEARCH GAP
Once we have a research question and have run our study, what happens when we ask 
questions that seem to have a high likelihood of producing strong relationships but do 
not? The gap between the behaviors of interest may be wide; as a result, other variables 
or factors that have not been measured “get in the way.” These factors are called third 
variables; they have not been assessed (see also Chapters 3 and 6). Third variables are 
variables the researcher failed to measure that account for the relationship between  
the variables of interest. If the research gap is wide, there are likely to be several of these 
third variables. Would you predict a strong relationship between job performance and 
employee satisfaction? Most of us would because we imagine that people who are satisfied 
with their jobs are productive. Yet the relationship between performance and satisfac-
tion is relatively small (Iaffaldano & Muchinsky, 1985). Thinking about this relationship 
more deeply, many factors influence why people are productive in their jobs, not just job 
satisfaction.

  Try This Now

What reasons might people have for being productive at work and 
for keeping their jobs?

There are many reasons: benefits (including health care); status; no other job pros-
pects; and commuting time. Thus, pressures, concerns, or other unmeasured variables 
may influence the relationship between job productivity and worker satisfaction. Several 
explanations exist for any relationship. These other variables are a problem in research. 
We want to rule out as many of these as we can by taking steps before we collect data. 
We do so by closing the (a) research gap and (b) accounting for background variables 
(discussed next).

Third variable: 
variable that 
influences the 
relationship 
between the 
variables 
of interest; 
also called a 
confounding 
variable.


