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Distinguishing between causality, influence, correlation, and prediction

WEN Zhonglin, MA Peng, MENG Jin, WANG Yifan
(Center for Studies of Psychological Application / School of Psychology, South China Normal University, Guangzhou 510631, China)

Abstract

Wen et al. (2024) discussed the following three issues: (1) explaining why it is inappropriate to understand
influence relationship between variables as causal or correlation relationship, and then providing the definitions
for two terms, influence relationship and influence factor; (2) summarizing several ways to find evidence for
justifying the directionality when modeling the influence relationship. (3) categorizing multiple influence factors
working together.

Ge (2025) questioned Wen et al.’s article as follows: (1) the concept of “influence relationship” is not
clearly defined; (2) influence relationship and causal relationship are indistinguishable; (3) one cannot create a
new goal just because the means cannot provide causal evidence for the goal of causality; (4) the so-called
influence relationship should be called “prediction”. In response to these concerns, the present article offers
clarifications and justifications.
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First, the influence relationship has been rigorously defined by using a “Genus and Differentia” approach in
Wen et al.’s paper. The influence relationship can be determined by using logical reasoning and statistical
correlation testing. We also explain “correlation”, the genus concept of the influence relationship.

Furthermore, any causal relationship is the influence relationship, and the two are equivalent in studies
through randomized controlled experiments, whereas in other contexts influence relationship may not necessarily be
causal relationship. We provided easily understandable cases where the influence relationship was established
but the causal relationship was not. It also presented and explained the status and role of proxy effects in those
cases.

Beyond experimentation, establishing influence relationships is a suitable goal for investigation and
research, which is better than the goal of establishing correlation. In statistics, any “correlation” can be used for
“prediction”, and the direction of prediction can differ from the actual direction of the variable relationship.
Prediction is essentially statistical inference based on the relationships between variables, but it is not the
relationships themselves. Causality, influence, and correlation are all relationships between variables, whereas
prediction concerns the application of variable relationships. Therefore, prediction is not an appropriate
substitute for influence relationship.

Keywords influence relationship, correlation relationship, causal relationship, influence factor, prediction



