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Abstract ‘The problem with simulations is that they are doomed to succeed.’ So
runs a common criticism of simulations—that they can be used to ‘prove’ anything
and are thus of little or no scientific value. While this particular objection represents
a minority view, especially among those who work with simulations in a scientific
context, it raises a difficult question: what standards should we use to differentiate a
simulation that fails from one that succeeds? In this paper we build on a structural
analysis of simulation developed in previous work to provide an evaluative account
of the variety of ways in which simulations do fail. We expand the structural analysis
in terms of the relationship between a simulation and its real-world target emphasiz-
ing the important role of aspects intended to correspond and also those specifically
intended not to correspond to reality. The result is an outline both of the ways in which
simulations can fail and the scientific importance of those various forms of failure.

Keywords Computer simulation · Game theory · Model · Simulation ·
Scientific methodology

1 Introduction

How should scientific simulations be evaluated? Our work here uses the tools of our
tripartite structural analysis of simulation, keyed to the different scientific purposes
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to which simulations are put (Eason et al. 2007). We start with a summary of main
points from that analysis.

Simulations are employed for at least four scientific purposes: prediction, expla-
nation, retrodiction, and what can be called ‘emergence explanation.’ A common
example of prediction is the use of computer simulation for weather forecasting, in
which data regarding current meteorological conditions, together with a programmed
understanding of factors that can change those conditions, are used to predict tomor-
row’s weather. An example of explanation is the use of a centrifugal simulation by
the Army Corps of Engineers, reproducing conditions of a hurricane in small scale,
in order to understand what factors led to the rupture of the 17th Street levee in New
Orleans during Hurricane Katrina (Interagency Performance Evaluation Task Force
2006). Simulations are also used for purposes of retrodiction, in which we attempt to
understand how the world was in some point in the past, supporting for example the
plausibility of a specific asteroid impact fatal to the dinosaurs or a planetoidal impact
that produced our Moon (e.g. Bottke et al. 2007; Canup 2004). We call a fourth purpose
of simulation emergence explanation; the attempt to show that complex features of
our world can emerge from the operation of very simple rules. Here examples include
the many game-theoretic accounts of altruistic and cooperative human behavior (e.g.
Axelrod and Hamilton 1981; Nowak and Sigmund 1992; Kitcher 1993; Grim 1995;
Grim et al. 1998). [Links to animations and further resources regarding some of the
simulations referred to can be found at www.pgrim.org/hsf.]

Simulations serving all of these purposes can be conceptualized in terms of a tri-
partite structure of input conditions, mechanism, and output conditions.

Input conditions refer to the starting configuration before a simulation is run. In
computer simulations, input conditions include the particular values chosen for oper-
ant variables. In a computer simulation used for predicting tomorrow’s weather, for
example, the input conditions include the values chosen to reflect the current wind
patterns, temperature, and barometric pressure.

Mechanism refers to the means by which the simulation produces output from input
conditions during the course of a run. In terms of a weather prediction simulation, the
programmed differential or updating difference equations constitute the mechanism
of the simulation.

Output conditions refer to the resulting configuration of the simulation after it has
completed its run or at a series of specific points in the run. Output conditions repre-
sent the result of a simulation mechanism working from initial inputs, often taken to
represent the causal consequence of natural forces in specific conditions. In a com-
puter simulation of tomorrow’s weather, the output conditions are those features of
the simulation that the simulators read off and use as a weather prediction.

This tripartite account emphasizes the fact that scientific simulations are structured
in terms of a beginning and end point, exploiting a mathematical, computational, or
physical mechanism as a means of transition. There are clearly differences between
these: input and output are causally related in the case of a physical mechanism and
typically (though not inevitably) succeed each other in time. Although often thought
of metaphorically in similar terms, the relation between input and output in the case
of mathematical functions remains purely abstract rather than temporal, logical rather
than causal. Computational mechanisms occupy a middle ground, conceivable either in
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terms of the algorithm at issue—and thus on the model of mathematical functions—or
in terms of the operation of the physical device and the temporal steps of programming.
Within scientific simulation, the role of mechanism might be played by any of these.
Our contention is that simulation operates in the same way, with the same scientific
structure and purpose, in each case.

The tripartite account also emphasizes the ‘purpose-relativity’ of simulations; it is
those operating the simulation, for the specific purposes of the simulation, who read
aspects of a process as ‘input,’ ‘mechanism,’ and ‘output.’ If it is the progress of a
storm between now and tomorrow that is of interest, rather than merely tomorrow’s
weather at noon, it will be a series of states in the simulation that will be taken as
outcome rather than merely a single state.

Purpose-relativity also extends to those aspects of the structure which are taken
as points of new information—those points at which investigators look to see, rela-
tive to their purposes, what the simulation has to tell them. The tripartite structure is
exploited in different ways by simulations put to the purposes of prediction, explana-
tion, retrodiction, and emergence explanation. In all of these cases, certain aspects of
the simulation are posited to correspond to ways that we know the world to be, with
other aspects of the simulation taken to reveal new information about the world.

The four different uses are distinguished, however, by which parts of the struc-
ture are taken to correspond to what we already know about the world and which
parts are scrutinized as sources of new information. In cases in which a simulation
is used to make a prediction, it is the output conditions that are taken as the point
of new information. Both input conditions and the mechanism of the simulation are
taken to correspond to the way we know the world to be. The prediction of future
states of the world is read off the output of running that mechanism with those input
conditions.

Where a simulation is used in the search for explanation it is the mechanism that
is taken to be the point of new information. To the extent that the input and output
conditions accurately reflect conditions in the world, the success of the simulation’s
mechanism in transforming one to the other offers a potential explanation of how
natural forces in the world, targeted for explanation, may operate.

In cases in which simulation is used for retrodiction, it is the input conditions that
are read for new information. If the output conditions correspond to the current state of
the world, and if the simulation’s mechanism plausibly corresponds to ways in which
we know the world to work, the input conditions indicate a possible previous state of
the world.

In the case of emergence explanations, both input conditions and mechanism
represent points of new information.

The structural forms of simulation appropriate to these different scientific purposes
are outlined in Table 1, with X marking aspects of posited or proposed correspondence
and O marking points of new information. Of course correspondence can be posited
or proposed with various degrees of confidence, and the strength of our conviction in
points of new information will depend in part on the conviction with which we posit
the other points of correspondence.

Our aim in what follows is to use this account of the structures and purposes of sim-
ulation to respond to the critique that simulations cannot fail—that they are ‘doomed
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Table 1 The relationships between the four purposes of simulations and the tripartite structure

Prediction Explanation Retrodiction Emergence
explanation

Input X X O O

Mechanism X O X O

Output O X X X

X’s refer to points of posited correspondence with the real world. O’s refer to points of new information

to succeed.’ In so doing, we hope to sketch in broad detail a means for distinguish-
ing success from failure in simulations. We think it is clear that simulations can fail
in scientifically important ways. They fail most crucially when a simulation fails to
properly correspond with reality, but it is important to note that different uses of sim-
ulation are open to different forms of correspondence failure in different ways and
with different implications. Our hope is that appreciation of those details will be a first
step toward more systematic rubrics for the calibration, validation, and evaluation of
scientific simulations.

Our strategy is bottom-up: starting from the perspective and terminology of those
currently working in simulation, we attempt to abstract general methodological points
regarding simulation in particular. A parallel might be the attempt to start with the
current statistical practices of risk analysis, working from there toward better under-
standing and evaluation in terms of general principles in analyzing risk (see for exam-
ple Mayo and Hollander 1994). Our approach contrasts with the top-down strategy
more common in the philosophical literature, which starts with a general definition
of ‘model’ applicable across theory and experiment generally, for example, deriving
application in simulations as an extended case. For the top-down strategy the parallel
would be the attempt to begin with axioms of probability, deriving statistics important
for Biology as a special case. Both approaches can be of value, can operate in tandem,
and should ultimately converge. Our attempt here is to emphasize points evident from
a bottom-up approach that tend to be missed from an approach top-down.1

The crucial concept of correspondence is explored in Sect. 2. In Sect. 3 we develop
the notion of ‘intentional non-correspondence’ in order to emphasize a neglected dis-
tinction between aspects of a simulation that are intended to correspond to the world
and the aspects of the simulation that are intended not to correspond, with impor-
tant consequences for evaluation. All of this allows us a discussion in Sect. 4 of the
importantly different ways in which simulations can fail.

2 Correspondence

We have analyzed a variety of uses for simulation in terms of a tripartite structure. The
general pattern is one in which those operating the simulation posit a correspondence

1 We do diverge from common terminology among simulators by avoiding the use of the term ‘model’
in favor of the term ‘simulation’ wherever possible, simply because different technical uses of ‘model’
are already established in various aspects of philosophy of science. In everyday practice, those working in
simulation use both the terms ‘models’ and ‘simulations’ to refer to what they build.
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between some aspects of the simulation’s structure and known aspects of reality, allow-
ing them to read other aspects of this structure as corresponding to unknown aspects
of reality. But precisely what is this crucial notion of correspondence?

Correspondence between a simulation and its target is frequently discussed in terms
of isomorphism (van Fraassen 1980; Suppes 2002), partial isomorphism (Da Costa
and French 2003), or similarity (Giere 2004; Teller 2001). As Frigg and Hartmann
note, however, the correspondence between simulations and their targets may range
from nearly-identical scale models to abstractions or idealizations (2006). We believe
that, from the perspective of simulation design, correspondence is not a single rela-
tion but many—that what is really at issue is a wealth of relevant relations between
representations and what is represented, and between simulations and what is simu-
lated. Different conceptions of correspondence will be relevant to the different kinds
of simulations that simulators make, and the different purposes to which their simu-
lations are put. Different aspects of a single simulation may correspond to aspects of
reality in different ways. On this approach, appreciation for the scientific function of
simulations demands not that we find the one magic tie that is ‘correspondence’ but
that we open our eyes to the many different ways in which simulations can simulate.

The notion that correspondence is a complex and plastic relationship is consistent
with Mauricio Suarez’s call for recognition of the intentional component in represen-
tation. Suarez argues that scientific representation, of which simulation is one species,
cannot be adequately accounted for by merely appealing to some objective similarity
or isomorphism between a representation and its representandum (2003). Simulation
does not simulate its target all by itself. It is the designer’s or user’s intentions that
determine what a simulation is a simulation of and what features are to be taken as
corresponding with reality. The fact that intention is integral to simulation in this way,
however, clearly does not mean that intention is sufficient for simulation success.
A successful simulation—indeed any successful representation—must be capable of
objectively sustaining the correspondence intended.

That correspondence can take many forms. What we want to emphasize is the inevi-
table balance between similarity and distortion in the relationship between simulations
and their targets, always with an eye to relevance, in the many relations that are grouped
together as ‘correspondence.’

2.1 Spatial and temporal correspondence

One might simulate spatial relations by spatial relations. Precisely that type of
isomorphism was intended in the Mississippi Basin Model, begun with German pris-
oners of war in World War II, which simulated on approximately 200 acres all crucial
aspects of waterflow for an area of 1.25 million acres: rivers, tributaries, levees, dikes,
floodwalls, and control reservoirs both actual and proposed (Fig. 1). Trees were sim-
ulated with folded screen wire at a height taken from aerial photographs, and the
roughness of different river channels was simulated by scoring and brushing concrete
channels in the simulation. The simulation was used to gauge the impact of changes
in the watercourse, to estimate the necessary height of levees at particular points,
to project the course of a flood and eventually, in 1972, to guide policy in response
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Fig. 1 The Mississippi River Basin Model (courtesy of David Preziosi and Mississippi Heritage Trust)

to flooding on the lower Mississippi (Robinson 1992).2 A physical simulation of San
Francisco Bay constructed in the 1950s and attempts to simulate the structure of levies
and watercourses in New Orleans under the impact of Hurricane Katrina offer further
examples of precisely this kind of isomorphism (Huggins and Schultz 1967, 1973,
Interagency Performance Evaluation Task Force 2006). [Links to animations and fur-
ther resources regarding many of the simulations referred to can be found at www.
pgrim.org/hsf.]

None of these spatial simulations, of course, map only space to space: they also map
time to time. The Mississippi Basin Model was particularly useful because a full day of
shifting water in the Mississippi could be simulated in 5 min with the model, allowing
engineers to know not only where but when flooding impacts could be expected. In
the other simulations it is equally true that longer intervals of time in the real targets

2 Interestingly, horizontal scale in the simulation was 1:2,000 while vertical scale was 1:100. Robinson
(1992) writes:

“To be whimsical, if one were a Lilliputian resident in this model conforming to its laws, he or she
would be about 3/4 inch tall, and because of the distorted scale, as thin as tissue paper.”

There are two further aspects of the history of the Mississippi Basin simulation that tie it closely to our
study. One is that the very idea of simulating major hydraulic systems met great initial resistance within the
profession, the government, and the Army Corps of Engineers. Simulations of this sort were regarded “as
mere toys for youngsters of the profession” (Robinson 1992), much as computer simulations are sometimes
regarded today. The other interesting fact is that the simulation, after proving its use in simulating flood
incidents and the impact of possible changes and breakdowns in the watercourse, was eventually superseded
by something that is now used to do precisely the same work: a computer simulation.
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map onto significantly shorter intervals of time in the physical simulation, just as large
spatial expanses map onto the significantly smaller areas of the simulation.

In work just one step removed, a group affiliated with The Santa Fe Institute has
constructed a simulation of population dynamics among the ancient Anasazi of the
Long House Valley. These studies employ an abstract spatial simulation, imaged on
a computer monitor, intended to correspond to real spatial dimensions and real geo-
graphical features on the ground (Dean et al. 1999; Axtell et al. 2002; Gumerman et al.
2003). Simulations designed to predict influenza pandemics in particular regions of
the world (Ferguson et al. 2006; Committee on Modeling Community Containment
for Pandemic Influenza 2006) construct an artificial space to correspond to a real
space in much the same way, often with an emphasis on transportation routes and
hubs.

It should be noted, however, that correspondence between a simulation and real-
ity cannot be judged merely point by point or additively, variable by variable. There
may be a correspondence in linear dimension between simulation and reality, a cor-
respondence in weight, a correspondence in velocity, and a correspondence in sur-
face area. If these correspondences are not appropriately coordinated with regard
to the purposes of the simulation designer/user, however, correspondence overall
may very well fail. It was a familiar and frustrating fact for those pursuing manned
flight at the turn of the twentieth century that a range of successful flying toys
failed when ‘scaled up.’ The precise character demanded for successful scaling in
multiple variables became a focus area at the intersection of mathematics, phys-
ics, and engineering, with particularly valuable contributions on physically similar
systems by John William Rayleigh, Riabouchinsky, and Edgar Buckingham
(Sterrett 2005).

In these examples, one can begin to see how complex an affair even relatively
straightforward relationships like isomorphism can be in the practice of simulation.
Expansion or compression of scale (spatial, temporal, or otherwise) offer significant
advantages for simulations over “real-world” target systems, but those advantages do
not come without the risk of failure to adjust for the shift in scale with respect to all
relevant variables. Occasionally, these variables may not be amenable to simple scal-
ing up or down. Whether the effects of shifting scale are complicated by surface area
to volume ratios, the particulate nature of the material medium of one’s simulation, or
some other factor, seemingly innocuous and even apparently isomorphic distortions
may demand additional distortions in order to simulate successfully.

2.2 Abstraction

Even where space in a simulation corresponds to space in reality, that correspon-
dence may be handled at different degrees of abstraction. That is, simulations can
differ in terms of whether the target to which they relate is more of a general and
broad-ranging phenomenon or instead a more specific and concrete occurrence. For
example, in the simulation for smallpox epidemics constructed by Cummings et al.
(2004), there is no particular set of communities that is simulated, and no specific
geometry to which the geometry of the simulation corresponds. What is crucial is
merely propinquity and mobility of infectious agents—the changing spatial relations

123



Synthese

Fig. 2 Simulation of a smallpox epidemic (Cummings et al. 2004). Two communities are represented
merely by spatial relation of agents, with contact merely at home, work, or school. (courtesy of J. Epstein)

of carriers and those who may become infected. Aspects of space other than ‘at home,’
‘at work,’ ‘in the hospital,’ or ‘in the morgue’ are left out (Fig. 2). The abstraction at
work in this example involves taking out many features of the world (i.e., abstracting
them) so that what remains in the simulation are only general features posited to be
crucial to the target phenomena. This strategy presents advantages and disadvantages.
The fact that only certain aspects of space are simulated—the morgue, home, work,
the hospital—weakens any claim of specific spatial correspondence with any specific
community. At the same time, however, it increases the power of the simulation to
explain and predict dynamics common across the different spatial specifics of many
different communities.

The space of Thomas Schelling’s simulation of residential segregation is simi-
larly abstract: pixels represent neighboring households, but with no outline of streets,
parks, city centers or school districts (more on this below, Schelling 1978). The spatial
dimension of our own simulation of social psychological theories of prejudice reduc-
tion may not simulate space at all: it uses propinquity in space to simulate interactive
contact between people that carries both a potential for discriminatory action and for
behavioral imitation. In the real human relations that are the target of the simulation,
that interactive contact might be instantiated in any of various spatial relations, or in
relations that are not primarily spatial at all (Grim et al. 2004, 2005).

Different purposes demand different degrees of abstraction. This is true for the
examples above, in which space is used to simulate something like space, but becomes
even more evident when we move to the status of agents in a simulation. In the simula-
tions of the Anasazi of the Long House Valley, the relevant agents are envisaged not as
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people but as households, though the simulated households come with a complex range
of plausible historical characteristics—location, marital characteristics, probability of
dissolution or division by marriage of children, nutritional needs, and grain stocks, for
example (Dean et al. 1999; Axtell et al. 2002; Gumerman et al. 2003). Often the agents
that appear in computer simulations are envisaged as abstract individuals—‘they could
be anybody’—with characteristics and behaviors limited to the particular targets of
the simulation. In some simulations, for some purposes, agents may be behaviorally
identical; it may not be necessary to include behavioral differences from agent to agent
to simulate real groups of real people. In agent-based game-theoretic simulations, for
example, agents are standardly conceived merely as individual economic maximizers.
The purpose of other simulations is to explore the impact of precisely the opposite
assumption—here it is precisely heterogeneity of agents that is the correspondence at
issue. Granovetter’s simulations of collective action and Epstein’s simulations of civil
unrest both emphasize the impact of different patterns of heterogeneity in a population
(Granovetter 1978; Epstein 2002).

2.3 Relevance

The purpose of simulation in all its forms is to capture the essentials of a real phe-
nomenon within the constraints of a simpler structure. It is not correspondence of all
elements but rather of essential elements that is crucial. In terms simply of some stan-
dard of optimized similarity over all, the only simulation fully similar to a reality would
be that reality itself, which if taken as a ‘simulation’ would clearly defeat the practical
utility of working with simulations, whether such utility involves simplifying complex
processes, distorting phenomena for ease of interpretation, exemplification of impor-
tant features, or simply finding more convenient approaches to costly, dangerous, or
time consuming real phenomena.3

Whether a simulation captures the relevant aspects of a phenomenon is related both
to (a) what the investigator wants to know and (b) the real mechanisms of the target
phenomenon. A simulation of protein-folding designed to indicate the role of a par-
ticular amino acid, for example, will contain relevant features only if (1) it tracks a
representation of the amino acid in question and (2) within representational constraints
its operation parallels the reality of protein folding. Here (1) is that aspect of relevance
intimately tied to an investigator’s focus: a simulation which did not track the amino

3 This theme appears in fiction in the wonderful fragment by Jorge Luis Borges, “On Exactitude in Science”:

In time…the Cartographers Guilds struck a Map of the Empire whose size was that of the Empire,
and which coincided point for point with it. The following Generations …saw that that vast map
was Useless…they delivered it up to the Inclemencies of Sun and Winters. In the Deserts of the
West, still today, there are Tattered Ruins of that Map, inhabited by Animals and Beggars… (Borges
1998, p. 325).

Dorathy Grim was educated in a one-room schoolhouse in rural South Dakota. When she first crossed state
lines, so the family story goes, she was surprised that the ground color did not change as it did on the
schoolhouse map. That was a failure on her part to recognize the conventional status of certain features of
a representation. Like maps, simulations also similarly represent reality in specific ways, and thus some
features of a simulation can also maintain a conventional status.
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acid in question would fail to represent features relevant to the investigation at hand.
(2) is that aspect of relevance that is largely independent of investigator intent. A
simulation that ignores either of those factors will be a failure that omits relevant fea-
tures—a failure of relevance above and beyond what the investigator may either know
or intend.

Evaluating correspondence requires an articulation of which parts of a simula-
tion’s structure are intended to correspond to which parts of reality, always with
an eye to relevance. What makes that particularly tricky is the fact that relevance
is itself double-sided, tied both to the intentionality of representation and to how
reality actually functions, independent of intent, within the constraints of such a
representation.

3 Intentional non-correspondence

A primary question in evaluating both simulations and experiments is whether aspects
intended to correspond to reality really do. An equally important question in evalu-
ation, often overlooked, concerns distinguishing between those aspects intended to
correspond to reality and those intended to not correspond in both simulations and
experiments.

We use a highly refined and calibrated microscope to peer into the microscopic
world, investigating experimentally the reaction of microscopic organisms to chem-
ical changes in their environment. In both experimental and control conditions, the
microscope, the lab table, and the fact that the organisms have been moved from a
pond to a slide are all aspects of the experiment implicitly or explicitly understood
not to factor into the experiment’s result. We posit that the organisms will continue
to swim in the drop on the slide as if they remained in the pond, unmagnified, and
unstudied. Lab table, microscope, slide and observer are all aspects of the experiment
that are understood to not correspond to the reality of pond life with which we are ulti-
mately concerned, but this non-correspondence is taken not to impact the experimental
outcome.

In any of the various senses of correspondence considered above, there are aspects
of a computer simulation that are intended to correspond to aspects of reality. In sim-
ulating ecological pressures and the history of settlement in the Long House Valley,
the artificial topography programmed into the simulation and displayed on the screen
is intended to correspond to the real contours of the valley (Gumerman et al. 2003).
The agents of the simulation are intended to correspond to individual households.
The representation of maize productivity and caloric intake needs of individuals are
matched as closely as possible to known data. Other aspects of the simulation are
intentionally non-corresponding features. Settlement patterns are represented in terms
of small square regions, but no-one thinks households or people are square. Rainfall
and temperature are invariant across the terrain at any one time, though no-one thinks
they ever were. The simulation evolves over the course of minutes, although the whole
purpose of the simulation is to understand events that took place over centuries. These
are aspects of the simulation that are understood to not correspond to reality but whose
lack of correspondence is understood to make no relevant difference. The purposes
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of simulation, like the purposes of theory generally, demand simplification. Square
people, perfectly distributed weather events, and mismatches of temporal scale are
merely part of that simplification.4

In the logic of argumentation based on either experiment or simulation, intention-
ally non-corresponding features should not influence results. The chemistry of glass
slides is understood not to make any difference to the chemistry of pond water held on
a glass slide. If that postulation is false, experimental results will be unreliable. The
precise shape of agents in many spatialized game-theoretic simulations, simultaneous
updating, the number of neighbors in a lattice, and even precise payoffs (within the
Prisoner’s Dilemma, for example) have often been posited to not to make a difference
to simulation results (Nowak and Sigmund 1992; Nowak and May 1993; Grim 1995,
1996). For cases in which those postulations are false, simulation results will not be
what they pretend to be, reflecting instead mere artifacts of the simulation process.5

One way to demonstrate that specific intentionally non-corresponding features
of a simulation do not factor into the results is by proving the simulation to be
robust across variations, with no relevant differences despite deliberate variation over
repeated runs. Spatialized game-theoretic simulations, for instance, can and should
be run with different lattice structures, differences in updating schedules (synchronic
and asynchronic), differences in numbers of neighbors, and differences in payoff
matrices (Grim et al. 2006, 2008). Sensitivity analysis of this type is growing in use
and sophistication (Chattoe et al. 2000). In evaluating simulations, we need more
than assurance that aspects claimed to correspond to reality really do. We also need
assurance that aspects purported not to correspond are as innocuous as they are posited
to be.

Whether non-corresponding features are genuinely innocuous can be a matter of
heated scientific debate. In the 1990s, simulators in meteorology coupled atmospheric
and ocean simulations for the first time, resulting in a more accurate simulation of cli-
mate. A crucial element of that coupled simulation, however, was a Flux Adjustment—
an artificial mechanism introduced so that the newly-coupled simulation would not
produce ‘unrealistic’ data. The Flux Adjustment was a mechanism operating solely
within the simulation with no purported correspondence to reality other than to ensure
that the simulation would indeed simulate reality. Reaction was mixed. Some saw the
Flux Adjustment as nothing more than a kludge—a convenient way to skew the simula-
tion to output desired results. Others defended the Flux Adjustment on the grounds that
artificial mechanisms belong to the very methodology of work in simulation (Küppers
and Lenhard 2006).

4 This combination of arbitrary designation coupled with other features that are not so freely assigned is
reminiscent of Kendall Walton’s (1990) discussion of the relationship between “props” and “principles of
generation” in his Mimesis as Make Believe. By Walton’s account, while any prop can be designated by fiat
as standing for something, there are still more or less definite rules which determine what he refers to as
“fictional truths.” Walton’s discussion of mimetics is explicitly concerned with artistic representation and
fictions, and while we are open to the relationship between scientific simulation and fiction, it is beyond
the purview of this essay. For more on the link between fiction and science, see Fictions in Science edited
by Mauricio Suárez (2009).
5 In criticism of Nowak and May’s assumption of simultaneous updating, for example, see Huberman and
Glance (1993).
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The virtues of intentional non-correspondence, usually addressed under terms like
‘idealization,’ ‘abstraction,’ ‘exemplification,’ or even ‘distortion’ have been fairly
well rehearsed in philosophy of science literature (e.g. Cartwright 1983, 1999; Elgin
2009; van Fraassen 2008). Many of the accounts of the relationship between the
truth of scientific theories and their explanatory power are often couched in anti-real-
ist commitments. However, the general point that an effective explanation involves
representations which employ, at the very least, some sort of idealization, abstraction,
or ceteris paribus qualifications is one which is compelling for scientific realists and
anti-realists alike. Thus, no matter what our ontological commitments to unobserv-
able entities are, a representation of a real-world entity qualifies as a representation not
despite the fact that it lacks certain features of that entity, but precisely because it is
lacking those features. Experiments also exemplify the salient features of a phenome-
non under investigation by intentionally leaving out putatively non-essential features.
Whether one is inclined to think of a simulation as a representation of a theory, or
as more like an experiment, the point holds equally well; a certain degree of inten-
tional non-correspondence is not only something that may be tolerated in scientific
representation, but is an essential virtue of it.

4 How simulations fail

Failure is crucial to scientific procedure and scientific progress. It is crucial to the
scientific status of theories, hypotheses, conjectures, methodologies and experimental
tests that they can fail. If there is a similar place for simulation in science, simulation
must be capable of failure as well.

Rodney Brooks reflects the views of many in saying that ‘the problem with sim-
ulations is that they are doomed to succeed.’ The purpose of the quip is to question
the possibility of simulation failure and thereby the scientific value of simulation.6

Where simulational techniques are impugned, it is often on precisely these grounds:
on the grounds that ‘you can prove anything with simulation’, or ‘you can produce any
result you want by tweaking parameters.’ If simulations were genuinely immune from
failure, they would be scientifically useless. Simulators face these concerns differently
in different fields, and in the fields in which simulational techniques are regarded with
suspicion, this kind of argument is encountered.

The truth is that simulations can fail miserably. They can fail in all the ways that
theories can fail, we want to argue, and in all the ways that experiments can fail as
well. Properly handled, prospects for simulational failure are as great or greater than
prospects for other aspects of science. An understanding of the many ways in which

6 A related criticism is that simulation amounts to ‘fact-free science.’ John Maynard Smith, for example,
writes:

…I have a general feeling of unease when contemplating complex systems dynamics. Its devotees
are practicing fact-free science. A fact for them is, at best, the output of a computer simulation: it is
rarely a fact about the world (Smith 1995, p. 30).

Much of what we say about correspondence and failure of correspondence applies to this form of the critique
as well.
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simulations can fail offers both a better grasp of appropriate evaluation regarding
simulation and a deeper understanding of how simulations fit within the scientific
enterprise as a whole.

There is of course a consolation-prize sense in which attempts at simulation, at
theory, and at experimentation are all ‘doomed to succeed.’ Incorrect and even wrong-
headed theories, like disappointing and even badly designed experiments, can form
historically important parts of a line of scientific research. Even the most disas-
trous venture in theory, experiment, or simulation can convince us that a particular
approach does not work, thereby ‘succeeding’ in furthering the more general purposes
of research by eliminating an unfruitful line of inquiry.

In speaking of the success or failure of a theory, an experiment, or a simulation, we
generally have something much narrower and more specific in mind. In the broadest
and most naïve terms, science is an attempt at grasping an external reality. Various
aspects of science can be judged in terms of success or failure in grasp. A theory is
designed to capture a general truth about some phenomenon. Indications that it does
not—that reality is not as advertised in theory—are indications that the theory fails in
its purpose. An experiment is designed to reveal an aspect of reality to observation.
Indications that the experiment does not genuinely reveal, or does not reveal what it
purports to, are indications of its failure as an experiment. Aspects of a scientific sim-
ulation are also intended to represent aspects of a larger reality beyond the simulation.
Computer simulations are designed as simulations of a reality beyond and independent
of their own computational algorithms. Failure to represent that independent reality
in relevant respects constitutes simulation failure.

In each case—that of theory, experiment, and simulation—it should be noted that
there is a crucial element of intentionality or epistemic purpose. A theory is pro-
posed as targeting a particular phenomenon, and it is that intended phenomenon, not
some other, that is used to measure its success or failure. It is experimenters who
propose an experiment as revealing a specific targeted phenomenon, and it is in terms
of that intentional target that success or failure is measured. Simulations have the
targets that they do by virtue of the intentions of their users, and success or fail-
ure occurs in terms of how well a simulation represents the target given its intended
purpose.

4.1 Failure at the point of new information

The tripartite structure outlined for simulation in the introduction, applied with an eye
to the variety of purposes to which simulations can be put, allows a first outline of
ways in which simulations can fail.

In the three main uses of simulation (prediction, retrodiction, and explanation), it is
different points of the tripartite structure—input, mechanism, and output—that are the
focus of attention as points of potential new information. If what a simulation offers
at that crucial point clashes with reality rather than corresponds to it, there is a clear
sense in which the simulation is a failure.

Predictive simulations can fail in precisely the way predictive hypotheses can fail:
the prediction generated as output can fail to fit the facts. How close a prediction has
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to be to count as a ‘fit’ will undoubtedly vary with context, but a weather simulation
that predicts a snowstorm in Hawaii for a month in which the temperature never dips
below ninety degrees will, for almost all purposes, count as a failure. If the focus of
prediction is a point far in the future—a prediction as to whether the universe will
end in heat death, a big crunch or a big bounce, for example—any verdict of this sort
regarding the simulation will have to be as indirect as other evidence regarding the
universe’s fate.

In the absence of the final verdict of a conclusive test, we may judge the plausibility
of a predictive simulation in terms of the plausibility of its prediction. We have suf-
fered no widespread contemporary influenza pandemic on the order of the Spanish flu
epidemic of 1918. Because we have no contemporary case for comparison, the output
of predictive computer simulations regarding the impact of closing airports, hospitals,
or schools in such a case must necessarily be judged in terms of plausibility (Ferguson
et al. 2006; Committee on Modeling Community Containment for Pandemic Influenza
2006). We have been wrong in plausibility judgments before, however, and a predic-
tive simulation rejected as implausible at one point might nonetheless be vindicated
by later events.

A retrodictive simulation is open to failure in parallel ways. A simulation of the
formation of the Moon which uses a mechanism employing standard laws of physics,
builds in known paths of planets and comets, shows as output the current size and
position of the Earth’s Moon, and depends crucially on a major asteroid impact at a
particular point in the past as input offers a clear retrodiction that a major asteroid
did hit Earth at a particular time. If that historical event did occur, the simulation
is a retrodictive success. If it did not—if the Moon was formed in a very different
way—the simulation fails. If we have independent evidence for an asteroid-produced
moon at a particular point, we have independent evidence of simulation success. If we
have independent evidence against such a hypothesis, we have evidence against the
simulation that accords with it. Here too plausibility judgments can play a role: short
of final historical confirmation, we may tentatively judge a simulation a success or
failure in terms of independent indications of plausibility or implausibility regarding
the history it offers.

Retrodictive simulations are rarely presented as giving strong conclusions of this
type, however—a fact that calls for further explanation. Weather predictions are stan-
dardly put forward as predictions of what tomorrow’s weather will be like, not merely as
indications of what the weather tomorrow might be like. Retrodictions of the Moon’s
formation or the extinction of the dinosaurs, in contrast, are generally presented in
weaker terms: as outlines of what might have produced the Moon or may have killed
the dinosaurs. Retrodictive simulations are often presented merely as showing that
the dinosaurs could have been driven extinct by climate changes, or that the size and
orbit of the Moon are consistent with an asteroid impact in the remote past. Modal
qualification of this type makes evaluation more difficult. If presented with modal
qualifications in place, a retrodictive simulation is not necessarily a failure if the input
events of its point of new information did not in fact occur. There is, we will see,
a range of ways in which such a simulation can fail nonetheless.

Explanatory simulations fail if the explanations they offer are incorrect. The fact
that the simulation mechanism offers a causal path from known input to known output
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gives reason to believe that a corresponding path in reality may explain the course of
real events. If that mechanism does not in fact correspond with reality, there is a strong
sense in which the simulation has failed in its purpose, though the attempt to determine
such a failure may be difficult (see discussion below). It is well known that empirical
data standardly underdetermine causal structure: a variety of causal structures may
be consistent with a data set (Glymour et al. 1987; Spirtes et al. 2000; Pearl 2000;
Woodward 2003). Despite correspondence with available empirical data regarding
input and output, the causal mechanism embodied in a simulation may therefore fail
to match the genuine structure of causes in the world. If so, there is something wrong
with the simulation despite correspondence at input and output—a form of simula-
tion failure that may be revealed when the same simulation structure fails to generate
accurate predictions on other data, for example.

As in the case of retrodictive simulations, however, explanatory simulations are
often (though not always) offered with modal qualification and in a softer spirit.
Explanatory simulations are often presented not as giving us the mechanism of a
phenomenon but as offering a possible mechanism, not as giving us the explanation
for a phenomenon but as offering an explanation of the phenomenon.7

Why are retrodictive and explanatory simulations, in contrast to predictive simula-
tions, so often articulated in qualified modal terms, as offering a possible explanation
or a possible course of events rather than as giving us the explanation and the actual
course of events tout court? That contrast is explained by the fact that simulations are
structured in such a way that input and mechanism give us merely sufficient conditions
for the output. Those who construct the simulation are able to show that input condi-
tions of a particular type together with a core mechanism of a particular type produce
output of a particular type. That structure does not show that only input conditions
of that type or only a mechanism of that type will produce that output, and therefore
explanatory simulations generally do not offer an indication that proposed inputs and
mechanisms are either necessary to produce their outcome or are guaranteed to track
the actual historical processes.

In the case of prediction, if we have confidence that our input conditions and our
simulational mechanism correspond to reality, the sufficient-condition character of
simulations assures us that our output predictions must also correspond to reality. If
the input and mechanism are sufficient conditions for the output, then given the input
and mechanism, the output is necessarily entailed. Hence the confidence with which
we offer predictions not merely of what the weather might be tomorrow but of what it
will be.

The story is different in the case of explanatory and retrodictive simulations. In
explanatory simulations, even if we have confidence that the input and output of such
a simulation correspond to reality, the fact that the simulated input and mechanism are
sufficient for the output tells us only that the proposed mechanism may be the missing
piece. It does not tell us that it must be, and it does not rule out alternative mechanisms.
In retrodictive simulations, even if we have confidence that our mechanism and output
conditions correspond to reality, a simulation will at best tell us only that a particular

7 This is true of our work on prejudice, for example. See Grim et al. (2004, 2005).
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input is sufficient to produce observed results. It will not show that such an input is
a necessary condition, nor will it tell us that it had to be such an input that actually
produced the observed results. The modal qualification characteristic in presentations
of retrodictive and explanatory simulations therefore follows quite directly from the
fact that simulations characteristically offer merely sufficient conditions from input
and mechanism to output.

Occasionally even predictive simulations are qualified modally: as telling us not
how things will be, but merely how they might be.8 Qualification in that case, we
suggest, cannot be justified in terms of the inherent structure of simulation; it can
only be justified in terms of lack of confidence in the simulation or its components.
It is when we lack confidence in our ability to accurately gauge or set relevant input
conditions, or in our ability to offer a mechanism adequate to the complexities of the
situation, that we weaken claims from predictions as to how things will be to mere
forecasts of how they might be. Modal qualification of this form makes evaluations
of prediction failure more difficult: a claim that the future might turn out a particular
way is not shown to be strictly incorrect when the future does not in fact turn out that
way. Modal qualification does not, however, make failure impossible: in some cases
independent evidence may show not only that things did not turn out a certain way,
but that they could not have turned out in the way it was predicted that they ‘might.’

There is a common use of simulations that may seem removed or exempt from the
failures of correspondence outlined here. As noted above, the standard structure of
simulations involves input and mechanism as sufficient conditions for an effect. That
structure can be exploited in offering simulations—even very simple simulations—as
evidence that reality is less complicated than we might take it to be: in particular, that
fairly minimal, widespread, or low-level conditions are sufficient for what we might
otherwise take to be complex, specialized, or high-level effects.

Thomas Schelling’s simple simulations of patterns of residential segregation offer
a clear example. Schelling (1978) attempts to show that even low levels of ethnic
preference (a wish to have 30% of one’s neighbors of one’s own ethnic background,
for example) will predictably result in patterns of segregated housing that one might
otherwise have thought to be evidence of strong racial prejudice. Our own simula-
tions of prejudice reduction under conditions of contact attempt to show that a well-
established phenomenon in social psychology may be explainable in terms of low-level
game-theoretic advantage rather than the highly cognitive mechanisms of stereotype-
reconstruction and friendship previously proposed (Grim et al. 2004, 2005).

In offering sufficiency simulations such as these, aspects of reality—including
aspects taken to be relevant in other approaches—are deliberately left out. Do suf-
ficiency simulations then fail in virtue of a failure of correspondence—in particular,
in virtue of omitting relevant aspects of reality? The answer is that they do not auto-
matically fail. The whole point of sufficiency simulations is to offer evidence that
alternative explanations for real phenomena are unnecessarily complex: that features
taken as crucial in those alternatives may be secondary, derivative, or unimportant.
To the extent that they offer evidence that other aspects of reality are not relevant to

8 Nicholas Rescher has termed these ‘scenario projections,’ sharply distinguishing them from predictions
proper. See Rescher (1998, p. 40 ff).
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the processes at issue, sufficiency simulations also offer evidence that they do capture
the relevant factors. Their success at demonstrating (a) that the conditions at issue are
genuinely sufficient for the effect, and (b) at defending themselves against a charge
of relevant omission, are linked and simultaneous forms of success. This does not,
however, make sufficiency simulations in any way immune from failure; they can fail
in all the ways outlined for simulation failure above.

The recent criticisms of Schelling’s simulation by Elizabeth Bruch and Robert Mare
(2001, 2006) are a case in point. One criticism regards correspondence at the point
of new information. Bruch and Mare argue that Schelling’s results have rarely been
gauged against real data regarding residential segregation, and may not fare well when
they are. That is, the output of the simulation fails to correspond to reality. A second
ground for criticism is artificiality: that the results of the simulation depend crucially
on the fact that preference for neighbors of one’s own type has a sharp cut-off, but
that this does not match the reality of questionnaire results or other behavioral data.
When the assumption of a sharp preference threshold is replaced with stepwise or
continuum preferences, the simulation does not produce the same results. In the case
of this second ground for criticism, it is the correspondence of the mechanism that is at
issue. This criticism points out that it does not seem plausible that relevant real-world
preference corresponds to that yielded by the simulation.

4.2 Wider failures of relevant correspondence

In all the forms we have outlined, correspondence at the point of new information is
crucial if a simulation is to achieve its purpose. It is for that reason that failure of cor-
respondence at the point of new information constitutes clear and dramatic simulation
failure. But options for failure exist beyond merely failing to correspond at the point
of new information. Failure of relevant correspondence at any point in the simulation
structure is a mark of simulation failure. In a predictive simulation, for example, it
is not merely the output that must correspond to reality: if it is to be a success, the
input and mechanism of the simulation must correspond to reality as well, with real-
istic output the product of realistic input conditions and mechanism. Retrodictive and
explanatory simulations are similarly open to question if relevant correspondence fails
not merely at the point of new information but at any point in the structure.

Here as elsewhere, however, it is relevant correspondence that is crucial. The whole
purpose of simulation, like theory-construction, is to simplify a phenomenon so that
its reality can be comprehended. The whole idea is to leave things out, and all sim-
plification entails loss of correspondence. For that reason it is not enough to point out
that ‘the reality is much more complicated’ or that the simulation ‘leaves things out.’
Lack of correspondence constitutes failure only if the simulation leaves out relevant
variables, and only if reality is more complicated in ways relevant to the goals of the
simulation.

Here failures can be sketched in line with the discussion of correspondence and
intentional non-correspondence in the previous sections. Whether a lapse in corre-
spondence is due to sins of commission (including features in a simulation which play
a significant role in the production of output but which are not present in the target
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phenomenon) or sins of omission (failing to include features in a simulation which
correspond to real features which play a significant role in the target phenomenon),
in order for this to bear on the success or failure of the simulation, the features in
question must be demonstrably relevant. In the case of either a sin of commission
or a sin of omission, failure occurs when a simulation produces its results based on
features that do not correspond to the features of the phenomenon being simulated.
Results in such cases will be artifactual. If arbitrary simulation choices are crucial to
a simulation’s results, there is reason for concern that predictions, retrodictions, or
explanations offered on the basis of that simulation will be skewed or incorrect.

What matters in simulation success and failure is not correspondence per se, we
have noted, but relevant correspondence. The relevance of correspondence or the lack
of it may remain an open question even where the fact of correspondence or the lack
of it is not. Establishing whether a demonstrable omission in a simulation is an omis-
sion of a relevant factor in reality depends on knowing which features in reality are
important parts of a dynamic process. That may be far from obvious, and may in fact
be one of the things being explored in the process of simulation itself.

The hint of circularity evident here should be familiar. Simulation is a form of scien-
tific procedure, and scientific procedures quite generally have this character. In order
to establish whether a causal hypothesis is true we would need to know what the causal
structure of the world really is—precisely the issue we are exploring in the spinning
of causal hypotheses. An experiment is inadequate when experimental conditions are
not relevantly like those characteristics of the target phenomenon ‘in the wild.’ Estab-
lishing that they are relevantly alike depends on knowing which features in the wild
operate in what ways, which may be one of the things we are attempting to explore in
the process of experimentation itself. Simulation failure is as real as experimental or
theoretical failure. It should not be too surprising that detection of simulation failure
may sometimes be as complex as detection of experimental or theoretical failure.

There is another minor but noteworthy way in which simulations may fall short
of their goal: excessive correspondence. Though different than correspondence lapse,
we consider this too a form of failure. There will be features of reality that are not
important for the process under investigation. If a simulation includes features that
simulate these, and if those simulation features are as idle in the simulation as their
correlates in reality, the simulation has included irrelevant aspects of reality. The sim-
ulation is baroque in ways it does not need to be, and perhaps harder to understand
than it needs to be. This echoes our earlier comment on the virtues of intentional non-
correspondence and is an issue that is not limited to simulation, but representation in
general. Catherine Elgin (2009, p. 86) describes this failure of excessive correspon-
dence with the example of the space shuttle Challenger explosion, in which engineers
warned of the vulnerability of the rockets’ O-rings in a faxed report. The data sug-
gesting potential problems with the O-rings were obscured by other less-relevant data,
and were consequently overlooked. This sort of failure to represent is especially note-
worthy for simulations, which are often employed precisely because of their ability
to highlight the relevant features of their target by abstracting them from irrelevant
ones. Thus, the same potential for failure holds for simulations that do not effectively
draw our attention to the relevant aspects of their target phenomena because they
are needlessly complex. In extreme cases, such simulations will fail to simplify the
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reality they represent, and hence fail as simulations and as scientific tools. The art of
simulation involves balancing the desire for intelligibility with the need for relevant
correspondence.

4.3 Success and failure: theory, experiment, and simulation

Simulation is sometimes spoken of as occupying a realm somewhere between the-
ory and experiment—like theory in its remoteness from direct contact with reality,
perhaps, but like experiment in its potential for manipulation and new information.
We are suspicious of any portrait of the wide repertoire of scientific exploration that
attempts to divide the enterprise into two clean categories of theory and experimen-
tation. It is nonetheless possible, and in fact helpful, to distinguish theoretical from
experimental components in scientific praxis.9

Theories can fail if their claims are not true—if the claims they make do not cor-
rectly represent reality. Theories can also fail if the terms in which they are written fail
to refer, or if their categories fail to cut nature at its joints. Phlogiston theories failed
because the postulated substance released in combustion did not exist. ‘Consumption’
was a term applied to what are now recognized as a range of distinct diseases with
distinct causes; the term failed to cut nature at its joints.10

Simulations have a clear theoretical character in that, like a theory, a simulation
makes a claim about reality: the claim that target input conditions will produce certain
output conditions by means of a specific mechanism. Those claims can be false, and
the simulation can therefore fail as an adequate representation of its target. It can also
be that the categories crucial to the simulation fail to correspond to anything in reality,
fail to fully represent their target, or fail to cut the target reality at its crucial joints.
Phlogiston and consumption simulations will fail for precisely the reasons that the
corresponding theories fail. By virtue of their theoretical character, simulations can
fail in all the ways that theories fail.

Yet simulations also have a certain experimental character, and they can also fail
in all the ways that experiments fail. Experiments fail if their samples are not rep-
resentative of the target population—if the small ore sample tested is not genuinely
representative of the quality of the vein, if the DNA samples are not representative
of the variation in the gene pool, or if those who filled out the questionnaire are not
a random cross section of the voting population. They can also fail if experimental
conditions are not relevantly similar to the natural conditions at issue—if the difference
in pressures at the surface and underground are important, if DNA decay conditions
are different in the biology lab from what they are in the open air, or if the context
for viewing pornography is importantly different in the marketplace from its testing

9 Examples of recent work on the distinction between simulation and experimentation include (Guala 2002;
Morgan 2003; Winsberg 2003, 2009; Barberousse et al. 2009; Parker 2009). While determining the relation
between simulation and experimentation and theory is certainly important, here we limit our comments to
the simulation’s potential for failure with respect to the ways both experiments and theories can fail.
10 To use a contemporary example, we do not yet know whether Alzheimer’s is one disease or many; in
this case we do not yet know how to cut nature at its joints.
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in college labs. These are problems of correspondence—precisely the problems we
have emphasized for simulations throughout.

Additionally, experiments can fail if technique is shoddy, if human error is intro-
duced in measurement, if analytic equipment is calibrated improperly, and if statistics
are mishandled. All of these can appear in physical simulations, with parallels at var-
ious levels in the programming of computer simulations.11 Just as any experimental
apparatus must undergo a long and careful process of tuning before it is ready to per-
form reliable experiments, so too must a simulation be subjected to test runs in order
to ensure that it is running properly. Computer programs are notoriously buggy, and
simulations often crash and burn. A computer simulation can simply fail to run, pro-
ducing no output at all. Just as an experiment may produce bizarre or uninterpretable
results—usually attributed to something gone wrong—a computer simulation can pro-
duce gibberish, gobbledygook, or nonsense. Both experiments and simulations can go
wrong by producing results that are investigator artifacts rather than genuine insights
into the target reality.

Experiments can also fail in the sense that they fail to produce the results that a
favored theory would lead us to expect. Since that failure may indicate a flaw in the
guiding theory rather than in experimental procedure, an experimental ‘failure’ of this
sort can also constitute a point of scientific progress, successfully disproving the theory
at issue by failing to produce the theoretically predicted results. Here as elsewhere the
difference between failure and success may lie in the intentions of the experimenter.
The same experiment may be considered a failure or success depending on whether
the experimenter’s intention is to confirm a theory or challenge it. It should also be
noted that it is only by virtue of our confidence in experimental techniques that we can
take the failure to produce expected results as an invalidation of theory. Simulations
that fail to produce expected theoretical results can function in precisely the same
way, with similar ties to intention and with similar provisos regarding confidence in
simulational techniques.

In their roles as the proving grounds for theories, both experiments and simulations
can fail by failing to adequately instantiate the conditions required by the theory at
issue. When this happens, the results of an experiment or simulation, whether success-
ful in obtaining the predicted results or not, fail to generate any reliable knowledge
regarding our theories and the world.

5 Conclusion

It is not true, then, that simulations are ‘doomed to succeed.’ A crucial fact about
simulations is that they are intended as representations of reality, much as theories

11 The identification of sources of error in experimental execution is its own line of inquiry, in which
one attempts to determine whether a certain potential source of error would be consistent with observed
results. Wendy Parker, following Deborah Mayo’s error-statistical approach to scientific practice, points
out the utility of computer simulations for determining what observable effects may result from possible
sources of error in experimentation. This enables experimenters to evaluate the likelihood that these sources
of error are actually present and influencing experimental results. If an experiment is simulated to include
a potential source of error and the simulated output does not match observed experimental results, then the
simulation provides grounds for the dismissal of this error. See Parker (2008).
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are representations of reality. They can fail as any representations can fail. But it is
also a crucial fact about simulations that they are intended to offer conclusions on the
basis of variable manipulation under simplified conditions. In that regard, they are like
experiments, and can fail in all the ways that experiments can fail.

This account of simulation failure suggests a number of general normative claims
regarding the evaluation of simulations. The recognition of the tripartite structure of
simulation, the specific ways that the various purposes of simulation relate to this
structure, and the fact that correspondence itself takes many forms, puts a general
onus on both simulators and their critics. In sharp contrast to current practice, which
often merely encourages an inference of correspondence, simulators should attempt
to make claims of correspondence as explicit as possible. At the same time, however,
critics of a simulation must specify how lapses in correspondence constitute relevant
failures.

Current procedure is often to leave it to the reader to simply ‘see’ the relevant
correspondences. That informality may be adequate for demonstrations intended
merely to be suggestive—which also have their place—but it will not be satisfac-
tory as simulations are progressively put to serious work in attempts at convincingly
complete explanation and convincingly reliable retrodiction and prediction. As exper-
iments have become more sophisticated over the last 100 years, experimental proce-
dures and their reporting have become explicit. As simulations have become more
sophisticated over the last 10 years, the statistical tools used in their analysis have
become more sophisticated as well. It is important that a sophistication similar to the
statistical, and analogous to the experimental, be demanded of simulation design in
terms of an explicit outline of elements of intended correspondence and the character
of the correspondence intended.

Along with the general onus on simulators and their critics, the tripartite account
identifies specific places where the evaluation of simulation should focus. A clear
focus will be on those aspects of the simulation taken as the point of new informa-
tion, dependent on the intentions of the investigators. Does new information regarding
output, input, or mechanism at that point actually correspond to reality? From there the
correspondence of the further structural features that produce the simulation’s results
should be evaluated. It is important to be sure the simulation neither commits a sin of
commission, in which the simulation’s operation involves a feature intended to corre-
spond to reality but does not, nor a sin of omission, in which a crucial aspect of the
target reality is left out of the simulation. Intentionally non-corresponding features of
the simulation should be evaluated to be sure that they are not playing critical and
therefore artifactual roles in the simulation’s results.

There is no simple litmus test for evaluating simulations apart from structure, con-
text, and purpose any more than there is a simple litmus test for evaluating experiments
independent of structure, context, and purpose. But sophisticated standards, rubrics,
and heuristics have evolved for statistical evaluation and experimental design, and it
is to be expected that similarly sophisticated tools will evolve for the design and eval-
uation of simulations. Simulations serve a complex variety of scientific purposes in a
complex variety of ways; we have argued they do so in terms of a central structure. The
development of better evaluative tools regarding simulation demands an appreciation
of both the central structure and the complexities of its scientific applications.
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