CRITICAL THINKING

CORRELATION, COINCIDENCE AND CAUSAL CONNECTION
Two events or states of affairs are correlated when they occur together in roughly the same time period or appear in the same individuals or population (group of individuals).  For example, we may notice that people who exercise a lot don’t seem to get sick a lot or that people who are sick a lot don’t exercise.  In other words, we notice CORRELATION between EXERCISE and a REDUCTION IN SICKNESS.  

As a result of noticing this correlation we may state a causal hypothesis:

EXERCISE

causes
A REDUCTION IN SICKNESS
Seeing that there is a correlation between two events or states does not mean that there is a CAUSAL CONNECTION between the two.  This is because their correlation might be coincidental.  In other words, there may not be any relationship between the two events.  

Example:

My aunt’s computer never works properly for her.  She concludes:  “The computer doesn’t work because it knows I don’t like it.”  My aunt is right that she doesn’t like the computer and that it doesn’t work for her, so we can say that there is a correlation.  However, my aunt’s disliking the computer doesn’t cause the computer to fail for her.

Note:  All causally related events are correlated but not all correlated events are causally related, since the correlation might be coincidental.  

