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example, we were unable to measure legal gambling behavior in younger students—that 
is, our unmeasured third variable. To evaluate that issue, we would need to conduct the 
study in a location in which gambling could legally occur at a younger age (for example, 
Canada). In other words, we would need to take into account this problematic variable 
of legal gambling age.

The Problem of Directionality

In experimental research, there is a claim of cause and effect, and typically the indepen-
dent variable, which is manipulated, is the presumed cause and the dependent variable, 
the outcome, is the effect. In correlational research, there is no manipulation; hence, 
there is no effect. In a relationship that appears, we have no way of knowing which 
direction it flows, that is, which variable is more likely to be a cause or which variable is 
more likely to be an effect. The following example from Ann Devlin (2006, pp. 50–51) 
clearly shows this difficulty. My colleague used this example in teaching the relationship 
of cause and effect to correlation. A graduate student of this professor found a relation-
ship between conflict in a marriage (from questionnaire answers) and aggression of the 
couple’s child documented through playground observations. Three possible causal paths 
exist for this relationship (see Figure 6.1; from Devlin, 2006, p. 51):

•• “A (marital conflict) causes stress in the child (or is imitated by the child), B.
•• Or, a temperamentally difficult child (B) causes marital conflict (A).
•• Or, poverty or another stressor (C) causes both A and B.”

FIGURE 6.1	 Example of Three Possible Causal Paths 
Illustrating the Problem of Directionality

Source: Devlin, A. (2006), Research methods: Planning, conducting, and presenting 
research. Belmont, CA.: Wadsworth/Thomson, Figure 2.4.
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