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Use and Misuse of a Fast Approximation: Not a Criticism, but a
Caution

Carlisle Rainey*
IFlorida State University

P. Isager et al. (2025) propose a fast approximation of replication value, RV,, that
relies on citation count and sample size. This approximation is simple, transparent,
and easy to implement across many studies. It can potentially help metascientists eval-
uate large collections of studies. However, RV, is not a precise statement of fact; it
should not substitute for detailed substantive and methodological arguments. I make
two counterclaims: (1) studies with few citations might be worth replicating and (2)
studies with large samples might be worth replicating. While RV, can helpfully sup-
plement researchers’ judgments, it should not substitute for researchers’ judgments.
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P. Isager et al. (2025) propose that researchers use
the sample size and citation count to quickly estimate
the value of replicating a study. In this commentary,
I discuss their fast approximation of replication value,
which they denote RV ,. While RV, helps quickly eval-
uate a large collection of studies, it can easily become a
harmful crutch; it might stifle detailed substantive and
methodological arguments.

The Fast Approximation as a Helpful Tool

P. Isager et al. (2025) explain the benefits of a fast ap-
proximation clearly (see also P. M. Isager et al. (2023, p.
440)). While I do not reiterate their explanations here, I
endorse their fast approximation as a potentially helpful
tool. In brief, P. Isager et al. (2025) offer a useful rule of
thumb to quickly approximate the replication value for
many studies. They develop their approximation care-
fully and demonstrate its potential (see their Table 1).

The Fast Approximation as a Harmful Crutch

But the fast approximation is ripe for misuse. Al-
though RV, is a precise equation, P. Isager et al. (2025)
clearly explain that RV, is not a precise statement of
fact. And while the authors recommend in-depth evalu-
ations when these are available or practical, it is tempt-
ing to push the hard work of evaluating potential (or
even completed) replications entirely onto their simple
equation. After all, why struggle carefully through the
messy, complex details of concepts, theory, and evidence
when a precise equation produces a clear answer so
quickly? Their fast approximation sings a siren song

of “effortless objectivity”—an easy, exact equation that
researchers and referees might use uncritically.

As with most useful guidelines, researchers can make
a serious error if they treat RV, as literal or precise.
And P. Isager et al. (2025) agree, writing that “[i]n-
depth evaluation allows for quality control and nuance
during study selection...a certain amount of quality
control will likely always be beneficial.”

We could imagine that researchers carefully craft
a detailed argument that a replication would bolster
the evidence for an important claim, only for an over-
worked referee to dismiss the proposal because the orig-
inal study has a large sample or relatively few citations.'
What a disheartening outcome! Perhaps worse, the re-
searchers themselves might defer entirely to these cues
rather than inject their deep expertise into the evalua-
tion.?

We must remember that P. Isager et al. (2025)
write from the perspective of metascientists evaluat-
ing dozens or hundreds of potential replications across
many subjects. While this perspective is useful and
important, many researchers study specific substantive

!And we need not imagine. Feldman (2025, p. 3) notes:
“This is not a hypothetical, as our team already had reviewers
referring to this replication value criteria in their assessment
of the value of our replications submitted for publication.”

2Feldman (2025, p. 2) makes a strong case that “we should
be doing and publishing a lot more replications” and that RV ¢,
“may unintentionally limit the publication of replications com-
pared to novel research.” Indeed, Feldman (2025, p. 3) writes
that RV, should not be used “as a criteria for evaluation, com-
parison, and/or rejection of replication work that has already
been conducted.”
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problems slowly and carefully. It would be a grave mis-
take for these substantive experts to treat the fast ap-
proximation RV, as a precise statement of fact. For
these substantive experts, careful and detailed assess-
ments are available or within reach.

The Value of a Simple Equation

RV, is a simple measure. This simplicity allows
metascientists to implement the measure across dozens
or hundreds of studies. Citations are readily available,
and sample size is usually reported.

However, the simplicity has another subtle and im-
portant benefit. RV, (and its two components) clearly
correspond to the concept of replication value (and its
two components).
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The close, obvious correspondence between the con-
cept and the measure (and their components) allows
researchers to clearly see how RV, works. By implica-
tion, it is also clear how RV, can fail.®> For any partic-
ular study, topic, or field, researchers can immediately
ask: under what conditions is the number of citations a
poor measure of value? And under what conditions is
sample size a poor measure of uncertainty?

We could instead use a black box procedure. For ex-
ample, a web application could take the full text of an
article, implement a complex algorithm, and return an
estimate of the replication value. Perhaps this algorithm
would be more accurate. But it would not be clear to
users how the input relates to the output. It would not
be clear how the procedure can fail.

As Box and Draper (2007, p. 414) note: “the ap-
proximate nature of the model must always be borne
in mind.” With RV, it is (relatively) easy to keep the
approximate nature of the model at the top of mind.

RV, = value x uncertainty =

Two Counterclaims

The fast approximation RV, can helpfully supple-
ment detailed substantive and methodological argu-
ments, but RV, should not substitute for such detailed
arguments. To make my point of caution clearly, I make
two counterclaims.

Counterclaim 1. Studies that have not been heavily cited
might be worth replicating.

Citations might suggest that others have found a re-
sult important to build upon, but this is a crude metric.
Indeed, factors unrelated to the importance of the claim

can affect citations, such as the author’s gender (Dion
et al., 2018).

If we view social science as a cumulative exercise,
then we view new theories and studies as building upon
existing studies. This leaves the question: what are re-
searchers building upon? As Chambers (2019, p. 49)
writes: “To rely solely on extrapolation at the expense
of direct replication is to build a house on sand.” If we
want to build on a firm foundation of existing research,
it follows that researchers ought to prioritize replicating
studies that they hope to build upon.

Pathologically, high citations might indicate that
many closely related, subsequent studies have accumu-
lated evidence closely related to the original experi-
ment, even if no direct replication exists. On the other
hand, low citations might indicate a relatively original
experiment that did not immediately and obviously con-
nect to existing research streams. In this case, low cita-
tions might indicate sparse evidence and a greater need
for replication. Again, careful and detailed assessment
is valuable.

Further, claims can be important for social, clinical,
scientific, or other reasons, and a claim’s importance
might not have been previously appreciated. Although
it requires hard work, the detailed arguments and in-
depth evaluations are essential.

Counterclaim 2. Studies with large samples might be
worth replicating.

Large sample sizes suggest compelling evidence, but
this is a crude metric. Many factors affect uncertainty
besides sample size. For example, list experiments re-
quire very large sample sizes (Blair et al., 2020). Pre-
post designs require smaller sample sizes (Clifford et al.,
2021). Interaction effects require a much larger sample
size to estimate precisely (Rainey, 2025, pp. 25-27).

And moving beyond direct or close replication, there
are many reasons why we might view existing evidence
for a claim as insufficient, including the design, mea-
surement, sample, and statistical methods. Again, de-
tailed assessment by substantive experts is critical.

Summary

P. Isager et al. (2025) propose RV, to estimate repli-
cation value at scale. This is a simple, transparent ap-
proximation. The simplicity is a great virtue; it is clear
how RV, works and thus how it can help and how it
can fail. We should keep this potential for failure top-of-
mind. We should not allow an easy, objective equation

3putting it bluntly, Bekkers (2025) writes: “citation counts
and sample size are bad indicators of replication value.”
Bakker et al. (2025) discuss specific ways that RV, can fail
in greater detail.



to tempt us away from detailed, substantive arguments
about whether (1) the claim, if correct, would be a valu-
able foundation to build upon, (2) the body of evidence
in support of the claim is inadequate, and (3) a repli-
cation study would bolster the evidence for the claim
(P. M. Isager et al., 2023; Pittelkow et al., 2023).

Zwaan et al. (2018, p. 9) write: “It goes without
saying that scientific judgment should be used to assess
the validity and importance of a study before decid-
ing whether it is worth replicating.” While the fast ap-
proximation can helpfully supplement researchers’ judg-
ments, the fast approximation should not substitute for
researchers’ judgments. With or without RV, re-
searchers must not shy away from detailed substan-
tive and methodological arguments about theories, evi-
dence, and implications.
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