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Abstract: In this comment, we clarify and extend Hirschman’s (2016) discussion of “stylized facts.”
Our focus is on the relationship between stylized facts and experimentation. Given the continued
increase in experimentation across the social sciences, we think that it is important to consider
the exact role that experiments play in the production and testing of stylized facts. We make three
related contributions here. First, we describe how experiments can both provide new evidence to
support existing stylized facts as well as produce new stylized facts. Second, we argue that the
stylized facts produced through experimentation differ from other stylized facts. Third, we extend
Hirschman’s (2016) definition of “stylized facts” so that it distinguishes between those that describe
correlation relationships and those that describe causal relationships.
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I

N this comment, we clarify and extend Hirschman’s (2016) discussion on “stylized

facts.” Our focus is on the relationship between stylized facts and experimentation. Given the continued increase in experimentation across the social sciences
(Jackson and Cox 2013), we think that it is important to consider the exact role that
experiments play in the production and testing of stylized facts.
We make three related contributions here. First, we describe how experiments
can both provide new evidence to support existing stylized facts as well as produce
new stylized facts. Second, we argue that the stylized facts produced through
experimentation differ from other stylized facts. Third, we extend Hirschman’s
(2016) definition of “stylized facts” so that it distinguishes between those that
describe correlation relationships and those that describe causal relationships.
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Creating Stylized Facts with Experiments
Hirschman (2016) defines “stylized facts” as “simple empirical regularities in need
of explanation” (p. 606). Although they might imply causal relationships, they are
not “causal claims [but] typically simple associations that have yet to be ‘explained,’
either through more complicated analysis . . . or through some appeal to underlying
mechanisms, or through some inferential technique relying on experimental or
quasi-experimental manipulations” (Hirschman 2016:607). This suggests that the
relationship between stylized facts and experimentation is unidirectional. In this
conceptualization, scholars first produce stylized facts. They then conduct experiments to test whether the relationship described in the stylized fact is causal. For
example, scholars might first note that voters tend to evaluate incumbent candidates
based on economic conditions. They then might conduct experiments to test the
causal claim implied in this stylized fact.
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We argue, however, that the relationship between stylized facts and experimentation is frequently circular. In our conceptualization, scholars conducting
experiments to test stylized facts can also contribute to the creation of new stylized
facts. Continuing with the example above, this would mean that scholars conducting experiments to test whether changes in economic conditions cause changes in
incumbent evaluations might also help produce new stylized facts about voting
behavior.
To further illustrate our point, we briefly discuss the growing experimental
research program on racial bias in the United States.1 Nearly all the studies in
this program are (implicitly or explicitly) motivated by the stylized fact that racial
minorities experience discrimination. This is a widely known empirical regularity
based on decades of lived experiences, case studies, and correlational research. Until
recently however, the causal effect of race on discrimination was largely unknown.
In the last decade, researchers have tested this potential causal relationship with
a staggering number of experiments across a dizzying range of contexts (Butler
and Crabtree 2015; Butler 2014; Bertrand and Mullainathan 2004; Broockman 2014;
Grose 2011; Gaddis and Ghoshal 2015; Pager and Western 2012; Pager, Western,
and Bonikowski 2009; Yinger 1995). The results from each experiment, in isolation,
provide additional empirical support for the stylized fact that originally motivated
them—racial minorities in America are discriminated against. Taken together, the
results from this experimental research program also create an additional empirical
regularity. The content of this new stylized fact is being a racial minority causes
discrimination.
This discussion suggests that stylized facts produced by experimentation differ
from other stylized facts. The key difference is in regards to their limitations.
Hirschman (2016) describes two limitations of stylized facts. One is that we rarely
know whether the described relationship is causal. This is why Hirschman (2016)
refers to stylized facts as “claims of non-robust dependence” (Hirschman 2016:607).
A second is that we rarely know why the relationship described exists. Stylized facts
are often “explicitly agnostic as to why X is associated with Y” (Hirschman 2016:607).
Stylized facts then are associations that invite additional empirical examination as
well as theoretical explanation.
Both limitations, however, do not apply to stylized facts produced by experimentation. For that subset of facts, the question of causation is settled. Questions
about theoretical mechanisms, however, often still remain (Clark and Golder 2015).
In other words, stylized facts produced by experiments can tell us whether X causes
Y but not why it does.

An Expanded Conceptualization of Stylized Facts
To account for this and other differences, we propose a new conceptualization of
stylized facts. In this conceptualization, “stylized facts” are “empirical regularities
in search of theoretical, causal explanations” (Hirschman 2016:604). These facts,
as discussed above, do not make causal claims and are typically produced by
correlational studies. As we discuss below, these facts are not necessarily supported
by internally valid findings. “Robust stylized facts,” on the other hand, are empirical
sociological science | www.sociologicalscience.com
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Table 1: Conceptualization of stylized facts.

Definition

Stylized Facts
Empirical regularities in search of
theoretical, causal explanations

Robust Stylized Facts
Empirical regularities in search of
theoretical explanations

No
No
No

Yes
Yes
Yes

Makes causal claims
Produced by experimentation
Based on internally valid
findings

regularities in search of theoretical explanations. These facts make causal claims,
are produced by experimentation, and are supported by internally valid findings.
Table 1 compares these two types of facts to each other.2
One additional way of thinking about these two types of stylized facts is in
terms of validity. When we call something a “stylized fact,” we assume that it has
external validity. We believe this because we can generalize this relationship to
other persons, settings, and times (Trochim and Donnelly 2008:22). As Hirschman
(2016) points out, we usually do not know, however, if stylized facts possess internal
validity. That is, we might have expectations that X causes Y, but we do not have
robust evidence that this is so.
The lack of evidence for one type of validity or another can be a problem because
the “validity types build on one another” (Trochim and Donnelly 2008:22). If we
do not know that the relationship between X and Y is causal, as is usually the case
with “stylized facts,” then we might gain very little by knowing that the perceived
relationship generalizes across different contexts. The fact that the relationship
generalizes could suggest that it is a good candidate for additional investigation,
but it does not increase our confidence that the relationship is not spurious. In
the case of “robust stylized facts,” however, we have strong evidence that the
relationship is not spurious. This means that the generalization tells us more about
the real world.

Why Does This Matter?
We consider it very important to distinguish between these two types of facts.
When developing theory, researchers often treat stylized facts as either explanada or
empirical inputs (Most and Starr 1989). This means that in many cases, theories are
either motivated by or based on claims that “are taken as empiricial truths without
real demonstration” (Snidal 2008:330). While this might be acceptable in the early
stages of theory development, researchers should eventually pursue “stylized facts
that have more accurate empirical content” (Snidal 2008:331). Robust stylized facts
can provide this internally valid content.
In this brief comment, we have clarified and extended Hirschman (2016)’s
discussion of stylized facts. We have shown how experiments can be used to
produce stylized facts, highlighted the particular characteristics of these facts, and
proposed a new conceptualization that distinguishes between stylized facts based
sociological science | www.sociologicalscience.com
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on correlational research and stylized facts produced by experimentation. This
distinction matters: stylized facts provide evidence of external validity but not the
internal validity obtained from an experiment or the deductive validity obtained
from a logically rigorous theory. Robust stylized facts, however, provide additional
evidence that the empirical relationship is an internally valid one. Overall the
validity of any inference (conclusion validity) is enhanced when evidence for each
of these types of validity (external, internal, construct, and deductive) is obtained.3
We hope that our remarks provide a useful complement to Hirschman (2016) and
encourage others to produce robust stylized facts.

Notes
1 We focus on this experimental research program only because we have both contributed
to it. Our general claims apply to a broad swath of experimental research programs.
2 See Houy, Fettke, and Loos (2015) for a detailed comparison of stylized facts to scientific
laws.
3 For a discussion of enhancing the validity of observational studies, see Fariss and Jones
(2015).
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