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INTRODUCTION

The ability to replicate a scientific discovery or finding is one of the features that distinguishes
science from non-science and pseudo-science (Dunlap, 1925; Popper, 1959; Collins, 1985). In the
words of Popper (1959):

“only by [such] repetitions can we convince ourselves that we are not dealing with a mere isolated

‘coincidence,’ but with events which, on account of their regularity and reproducibility, are, in principle,

intersubjectively testable.”

Recent years have seen a rising concern over the reproducibility of psychological science (Pashler
and Harris, 2012; Doris, 2015; Open Science Collaboration, 2015), with some authors even
claiming that most of the published research findings are irreproducible (Ioannidis, 2005). A
systematic study designed to assess the reproducibility of psychological science (Open Science
Collaboration, 2015) found that the mean effect size of the replicated studies was half of that of
the originally conducted studies, and, even more strikingly, only 36% of replication studies had
statistically significant results. To counter the concerns generated by these results and improve the
quality and credibility of the psychological literature, two sets of strategies have been identified:
(i) improvement in research methodologies; (ii) promotion of replication attempts.

Accumulating evidence is the scientific community’s method of self-correction. When available,
this is certainly the best available option for improving the scientific process. Unfortunately,
replication attempts are not always feasible. For example, they may not be feasible for large
clinical-epidemiological studies. Also, replicating studies that test extremely rare events or
conditions (e.g., neuropsychological conditions) may be difficult or simply impossible. Therefore,
the question arises as to the generalizability of replication attempts. Are there measures that one
could adopt in such cases to ensure a high level of reproducibility despite the impossibility of
reproducing the original study?

In this opinion article, we propose the incorporation of cross-validation techniques in single
research studies as a strategy to address this issue. The first section of the article (section
Replication) describes in brief what counts as a replication. In section Simulating Replicability via
Cross-Validation Techniques, we introduce the concept of cross-validation and how this technique
can be utilized for establishing replicability. Next, we describe different cross-validation schemes
(section Cross-Validation Schemes), and finally, we conclude by highlighting some of the platforms
for implementing cross-validation (section How to Apply Cross-Validation) and certain limitations
(section Conclusions).
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REPLICATION

Some controversies surrounding replication attempts seem
to arise from the very notion of “replication”—the purposes
of the attempt and when would it count as being successful
(Simonsohn, 2013; Verhagen and Wagenmakers, 2014).
Accordingly, multiple propositions of scope, functioning and
typology have been identified (Lykken, 1968; Schmidt, 2009;
Hüffmeier et al., 2016; Schmidt and Oh, 2016; LeBel et al., 2017).

A basic distinction is between direct replication and
conceptual replication attempts (Zwaan et al., 2017). Direct
replications are replication attempts that aim at reproducing
the exact effects as obtained by a previous study, incorporating
the exact experimental conditions. In contrast, conceptual
replications examine the general nature of the previously
obtained effects, while aiming at extending the original effects to
a new context. For instance, a conceptual replication of an effect
originally found in a monolingual population would attempt to
replicate the effect in a bilingual population (e.g., influence of
multiple language use on a particular phenomenon).

This article suggests a third typology of replication: simulated
replication. When due to practical or methodological constraints
direct replication and conceptual replication are not feasible
or difficult to perform, simulated replication—we contend—
provides an alternative approach to put the replicability of
research findings to the test.

SIMULATING REPLICABILITY VIA

CROSS-VALIDATION TECHNIQUES

Simulated replicability can be implemented via procedures that
repeatedly partition collected data so as to simulate replication
attempts. Formally, this is referred to as cross-validation. Cross-
validation entails a set of techniques that partition the dataset
and repeatedly generate models and test their future predictive
power (Browne, 2000). The partitioning can be performed in
multiple different ways. The general format is that of a “leave k-
observations-out” analysis. In such an analysis, the entire dataset
is typically divided into k smaller observations (e.g., trials or
participants). k-1 observations (training dataset) are used to
generate and train a model. The validity and generalizability of
the generated model is then tested on the kth observation (test
dataset).

Cross-validation has the computational advantage that it
avoids fitting a model too closely to the peculiarities of a data
set (overfitting). Overfitting can occur if a too-complex model is
fitted to the training set. As an extreme example, if the number of
parameters of a model is the same as or greater than the number
of observations, then a model can perfectly predict the training
data simply by memorizing the data in its entirety. Such a model,
though, will typically fail severely when making predictions.
Cross-validation avoids this risk by evaluating the performance of
the model on an independent dataset (testing set). This protects
against overfitting the training data. At the same time, it increases
the confidence that the effects obtained in a specific study will
be replicated, instantiating a simulated replication of the original

study. In this way, cross-validation mimics the advantages of an
independent replication with the same amount of collected data
(Yarkoni and Westfall, 2017).

CROSS-VALIDATION SCHEMES

Splitting data into training and test subsets can be done
using various methods, including holdout cross-validation, k-
fold cross-validation, leave-one-subject-out cross-validation, and
leave-one-trial-out cross-validation. The choice of the most
appropriate method depends on multiple factors including the
sample size and the experimental design, the research question
and the application (Gong, 1986; Borra and Di Ciaccio, 2010;
Saeb et al., 2017; Varoquaux et al., 2017). This section provides
a brief description of the most commonly used procedures.

Holdout Cross-Validation
Holdout (or validation) is the simplest form of cross-validation,
often considered as a validation method. Contrary to other
methods, it splits the provided dataset only once into a training
dataset and a testing dataset. The portion of data used for the
training dataset is randomly selected, and the remaining part
of the data, generally a fraction of 1/3 of the data, is assigned
to the testing dataset. For instance, if collected data consists of
1,000 observations, a training set would typically consist of 667
observations, while 333 observations would be kept aside as a
testing dataset for verifying the generated model. The advantage
of this method is the lower computational load. However, its
evaluation can have a high variance, depending on which data
points end up in the training set and which end up in the test set.

k-fold Cross-Validation
One way to improve over the holdout method is to divide the
collected data into a certain number of equally sized observations
or folds (k). One fold out of these (k) folds is chosen as testing
dataset while the others (k-1) are used for the training purposes.
This procedure is repeated k-times, each time selecting a different
fold for testing purposes and the other folds (k-1) as training
dataset. Consequently, k different accuracies are produced from
the procedure. The variance of the resulting estimate is reduced
as k is increased. A value of k = 10 is generally used as a
rule of thumb for the number of folds. This method avoids the
randomness emanating from estimates produced by splitting the
data only once. The disadvantage is that the training algorithm
has to be rerun from scratch k times, whichmeans it takes k times
as much computation to make an evaluation.

Leave-One-Subject-Out Cross-Validation
Similar to k-fold cross-validation, the leave-one-subject-out
approach repeatedly splits the data but instead of creating k-folds,
the dataset is split according to the number of subjects in the
dataset. Further, one subject is randomly selected for the testing
purposes while the other subjects are used for training the model.
This procedure is repeated until all the subjects have been used as
test dataset. This method mirrors the clinically relevant use-case
scenario of diagnosis and is therefore especially useful in clinical
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diagnostic applications, where the model is used to predict the
clinical status of new individuals (Saeb et al., 2017).

Leave-One-Trial-Out Cross-Validation
In the leave-one-trial-out approach k-fold cross validation is
taken to its logical extreme, with k equal to N, the number of
dataset samples. That is, one observation from the dataset is
retained for testing and the rest of the observations are used
to generate the model. This sampling is repeated until all the
samples have been used as a testing data point. As before the
average error is computed and used to evaluate the model.

HOW TO APPLY CROSS-VALIDATION

Implementations of cross-validation are a part of various
packages such as Scikit-learn (Pedregosa et al., 2011), Pylearn2
(Goodfellow et al., 2013), PyMVPA (Hanke et al., 2009),
Statistics and Machine learning toolbox (Matlab; MathWorks,
Natick, MA), e1071 (Meyer et al., 2017), caret (Kuhn, 2008),
and Microsoft Azure (Microsoft Corporation) among many
others. These packages provide efficient implementations of
state-of-the-art algorithms, reusable across scientific disciplines
and application fields. The popular package Scikit-learn, for
example, takes advantage of Python interactivity and modularity
to assemble new models and programming new scripts to
support different types of data from electroencephalography
to functional magnetic resonance. While this flexibly expands
possibilities for application, it also increases the required
programming and computational skills. An important direction
for research is the development of software that does not
require advanced programming skills (e.g., PRoNTO http://
www.mlnl.cs.ucl.ac.uk/pronto/; Schrouff et al., 2013). One
of such software packages specifically developed to support
psychologists is available from our group and is called
“PredPsych” (Koul et al., 2017). This toolbox is endowed
with multiple functionalities for multivariate analyses of data
accompanied by guided illustrations on their implementation.

Using this toolbox, researchers can employ various cross-
validation schemes. By default, the syntax performs a k-fold
cross-validation (i.e., Results=classifyFun(Data,condition).
Alternative cross-validation methods (Holdout cross-validation,
Leave-one-subject-out cross-validation, Leave-one-trial-out
cross-validation) can be specified by simply supplying an
additional argument to the basic cross-validation function (e.g.,
Results=classifyFun(Data,condition,cvType=“holdout”).

CONCLUSIONS

In the current opinion article, we propose simulated replication
using cross-validation as a way to mitigate the crisis in replication
of effects in psychological science. Simulated replication is of
course no panacea and should not be seen as a substitute for
direct and conceptual replications. For instance, application of
cross-validation techniques requires medium to large sample
sizes as well as increased computational requirements. Simulated
replications should thus, be rather considered as tool to improve
confidence that the effects obtained in a single study would

be replicated. We believe that the systematic adoption of this
approach could help making replication a routine aspect of
psychological science.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

AK and AC drafted the manuscript. CB provided critical

revisions. All Authors approved the final version of the
manuscript for submission.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

AC was funded by Fondazione Compagnia di San Paolo,
Excellent Young PI Grant (CSTO167915). CB was supported
by the European Research Council under the European Union’s
Seventh Framework Programme (FP/2007-2013)/ERC Grant
Agreement no. 312919.

REFERENCES

Borra, S., and Di Ciaccio, A. (2010). Measuring the prediction error. A comparison

of cross-validation, bootstrap and covariance penalty methods. Comput. Stat.

Data Anal. 54, 2976–2989. doi: 10.1016/j.csda.2010.03.004

Browne, M. W. (2000). Cross-validation methods. J. Math. Psychol. 44, 108–132.

doi: 10.1006/jmps.1999.1279

Collins, H. M. (1985). Changing Order: Replication and Induction in Scientific

Practice. Bristol: Sage.

Doris, J. M. (2015). Talking to Our Selves: Reflection, Ignorance, and Agency.

Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Dunlap, K. (1925). “The experimental methods of psychology,” in Psychologies of

1925, ed C. Murchison (Worcester, MA: Clark University Press), 331–351.

Gong, G. (1986). Cross-validation, jakknife, and the bootstrap: excess error

estimation in forward logistic regression. J. Am. Stat. Assoc. 81, 108–113.

doi: 10.1080/01621459.1986.10478245

Goodfellow, I. J., Warde-Farley, D., Lamblin, P., Dumoulin, V., Mirza, M.,

Pascanu, R., et al. (2013). Pylearn2: A machine learning research library.

arXiv:1308.4214 [Preprint]. Available online at: https://arxiv.org/abs/1308.

4214v1

Hanke, M., Halchenko, Y. O., Sederberg, P. B., Hanson, S. J., Haxby,

J. V., and Pollmann, S. (2009). PyMVPA: a python toolbox for

multivariate pattern analysis of fMRI data. Neuroinformatics 7, 37–53.

doi: 10.1007/s12021-008-9041-y

Hüffmeier, J., Mazei, J., and Schultze, T. (2016). Reconceptualizing replication as

a sequence of different studies: a replication typology. J. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 66,

81–92. doi: 10.1016/j.jesp.2015.09.009

Ioannidis, J. P. (2005). Why most published research findings are false. PLoS Med.

2:e124. doi: 10.1371/journal.pmed.0020124

Koul, A., Becchio, C., and Cavallo, A. (2017). PredPsych: A toolbox for

predictive machine learning based approach in experimental psychology

research. Behav. Res. Methods. doi: 10.3758/s13428-017-0987-2. [Epub ahead of

print]

Kuhn, M. (2008). Building predictive models in r using the caret package. J. Stat.

Softw. 28, 1–26. doi: 10.18637/jss.v028.i05

LeBel, E. P., Berger, D., Campbell, L., and Loving, T. J. (2017). Falsifiability

is not optional. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 113, 254–261. doi: 10.1037/pspi

0000106

Lykken, D. T. (1968). Statistical significance in psychological research. Psychol.

Bull. 70, 151–159. doi: 10.1037/h0026141

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 3 July 2018 | Volume 9 | Article 1117

http://www.mlnl.cs.ucl.ac.uk/pronto/
http://www.mlnl.cs.ucl.ac.uk/pronto/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.csda.2010.03.004
https://doi.org/10.1006/jmps.1999.1279
https://doi.org/10.1080/01621459.1986.10478245
https://arxiv.org/abs/1308.4214v1
https://arxiv.org/abs/1308.4214v1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12021-008-9041-y
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2015.09.009
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.0020124
https://doi.org/10.3758/s13428-017-0987-2
https://doi.org/10.18637/jss.v028.i05
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspi0000106
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0026141
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Koul et al. Cross-Validation Approaches for Replicability in Psychology

Meyer, D., Dimitriadou, E., Hornik, K., Weingessel, A., Leisch, F., Chang, C.-C.,

et al. (2017). e1071: Misc Functions of the Department of Statistics, Probability

Theory Group (Formerly: E1071) TUWien. R package version 1.6-8. Available

online at: http://cran.r-project.org/package=e1071

Open Science Collaboration (2015). Estimating the reproducibility of

psychological science. Science 349:aac4716. doi: 10.1126/science.aac4716

Pashler, H., and Harris, C. R. (2012). Is the replicability crisis overblown?

Three arguments examined. Perspect. Psychol. Sci. 7, 531–536.

doi: 10.1177/1745691612463401

Pedregosa, F., Varoquaux, G., Gramfort, A., Michel, V., Thirion, B., Grisel, O.,

et al. (2011). Scikit-learn: machine learning in python. J. Mach. Learn. Res. 12,

2825–2830.

Popper, K. R. (1959). The Logic of Scientific Discovery. London: Hutchinson & Co.

Saeb, S., Lonini, L., Jayaraman, A., Mohr, D. C., and Kording, K. P. (2017). The

need to approximate the use-case in clinical machine learning. Gigascience 6,

1–9. doi: 10.1093/gigascience/gix019

Schmidt, F. L., and Oh, I.-S. (2016). The crisis of confidence in research

findings in psychology: Is lack of replication the real problem? Or

is it something else? Arch. Sci. Psychol. 4, 32–37. doi: 10.1037/arc0

000029

Schmidt, S. (2009). Shall We Really Do It Again? The powerful concept of

replication is neglected in the social sciences. Rev. Gen. Psychol. 13, 90–100.

doi: 10.1037/a0015108

Schrouff, J., Rosa, M. J., Rondina, J. M., Marquand, A. F., Chu, C.,

Ashburner, J., et al. (2013). PRoNTo: pattern recognition for neuroimaging

toolbox. Neuroinformatics 11, 319–337. doi: 10.1007/s12021-013-

9178-1

Simonsohn, U. (2013). Small telescopes: detectability and the evaluation of

replication results. Soc. Sci. Res. Netw. 26, 1–31. doi: 10.2139/ssrn.2259879

Varoquaux, G., Raamana, P. R., Engemann, D. A., Hoyos-Idrobo, A.,

Schwartz, Y., and Thirion, B. (2017). Assessing and tuning brain decoders:

cross-validation, caveats, and guidelines. Neuroimage 145, 166–179.

doi: 10.1016/j.neuroimage.2016.10.038

Verhagen, J., and Wagenmakers, E. J. (2014). Bayesian tests to quantify the

result of a replication attempt. J. Exp. Psychol. Gen. 143, 1457–1475.

doi: 10.1037/a0036731

Yarkoni, T., and Westfall, J. (2017). Choosing prediction over explanation

in psychology: lessons from machine learning. Perspect. Psychol. Sci. 12,

1100–1122. doi: 10.1177/1745691617693393

Zwaan, R. A., Etz, A., Lucas, R. E., and Donnellan, M. B. (2017). Making replication

mainstream. Behav. Brain Sci. doi: 10.1017/S0140525X17001972. [Epub ahead

of print].

Conflict of Interest Statement: The authors declare that the research was

conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could

be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Copyright © 2018 Koul, Becchio and Cavallo. This is an open-access article

distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY).

The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the

original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original

publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice.

No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these

terms.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 4 July 2018 | Volume 9 | Article 1117

http://cran.r-project.org/package=e1071
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aac4716
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691612463401
https://doi.org/10.1093/gigascience/gix019
https://doi.org/10.1037/arc0000029
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015108
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12021-013-9178-1
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2259879
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuroimage.2016.10.038
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0036731
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691617693393
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X17001972
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles

	Cross-Validation Approaches for Replicability in Psychology
	Introduction
	Replication
	Simulating Replicability Via Cross-validation Techniques
	Cross-validation Schemes
	Holdout Cross-Validation
	k-fold Cross-Validation
	Leave-One-Subject-Out Cross-Validation
	Leave-One-Trial-Out Cross-Validation

	How to Apply Cross-validation
	Conclusions
	Author Contributions
	Acknowledgments
	References


