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Multiple causal explanations are available for a correlation, and the approach cannot 
tell you which specific cause and effect. When you choose a correlational design, make 
sure your research question is appropriate. You must manipulate an independent variable 
to determine cause and effect.

REVISIT AND RESPOND

•• Explain the difference between the third variable problem and the directionality  
problem.

CORRELATIONAL DESIGN:  
QUASI-EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN  
(I.E., QUESTIONS ABOUT GROUPS)
If you ask questions about group differences in terms of some relationships of inter-
est but use preexisting groups based on demographic characteristics, such as gender, or 
affiliation, such as being a varsity athlete, you are still using a correlational design. This 
approach is called quasi-experimental, which was introduced in Chapter 3. The statistics 
to analyze your data will be identical to those used if you formed the groups of interest 
through manipulation, but the fact remains that you have no intervention or manipula-
tion; hence, you have no opportunity to assess causality.

Even in a design that has an experimental component (that is, where you manipulated 
one or more variables), you may include one or more quasi-experimental variables such 
as gender. Then, when you analyze your results, you can make causal statements related 
to the manipulated variable but you must use the language of association when you talk 
about the correlational variable. As an example, imagine you did the study mentioned 
in Chapter 2 “Perceived Femininity of Women Weightlifters” in which participants are 
randomly assigned to view a photograph of a woman lifting a 5-lb. (80-oz.) weight or 
the same woman lifting a 25-lb. (400-oz.) weight. Weight is your experimental variable 
with two levels, 5 lb. or 25 lb. Participants are asked to judge the sex role characteristics 
[specifically the femininity and masculinity of the woman lifting the weight, obtained 
through responses to the Bem Sex Role Inventory (BSRI); see Chapter 5]; those are 
dependent variables.

At this point, this study qualifies as a true experiment (manipulated variable; ran-
dom assignment to condition). But imagine that your participants came from a par-
ticipant pool that included both varsity athletes and students who were not on sports 


