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Figure 15.12 summarizes each possible explanation for an observed cor-
relation between mood and eating. The correlational design cannot distin-
guish between these four possible explanations. Instead, a significant corre-
lation shows that two factors are related. It does not provide an explanation 
for how or why they are related.

Outliers
In addition, outliers can obscure the relationship between two factors by 
altering the direction and the strength of an observed correlation. An outlier 
is a score that falls substantially above or below most other scores in a data 
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1. Changes in mood cause changes in eating:

2. Changes in eating cause changes in mood (reverse causality):

3. The two variables work together (systematically) to cause an effect:

4. Changes in both factors are caused by a third confound variable:

Four potential explanations for a significant correlation. Because factors are measured, but not 
manipulated, using the correlational method, any one of these possibilities could explain a significant 
correlation.

FIGURE 15.12 Four Potential Explanations for a Significant Correlation


