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No, it is not the right question about a computational model.  The question under investigation drives the nature of the model; and, the question and the model should be matched to answer the question.  Further, a simple model is always preferred if it can used to answer the question of interest.  A more realistic model which goes beyond the question is not only wasteful, but can lead to confounding of inferences and wrong conclusions.

In Burton and Obel (95), we made the above argument in greater elaboration.  The purpose or question of interest should drive the model and nature of the experiment.  The three elements are: the purpose or question, the model and computation, and the experimental design.  In order to show that the three must be kept in balance and determined in concert, we proposed a triangle icon to illustrate:
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Figure 2. Computation model design—balance and simplicity.




These arguments are perhaps best made with illustrations.  These two are also discussed in Burton and Obel (95): 
Simple model:
Burton and Obel (84) investigated Williamson’s (75) M form hypothesis using a simulation or computational model.  Today, we would call it an agent based model.  We were able to capture:
· the technology or production function as an input output matrix,

· the information flows as tentative resource allocations and transfer prices which were undated iteratively,

· the decision making of the firm headquarters and departments,

· an organizational process for communications and decision making,

· and, the performance in terms of profits.

The question was to confirm the M form hypothesis or not; it states the M form is a preferred form of organization as it will perform better.

The model is a simple model with only two departments, two resources each and a headquarters unit.  Some have called it a “toy” model due to its size and simplicity.  We argued it is sufficient to confirm the M form hypothesis, which we did.
It does not capture the complications of a real corporation, but it captures a minimal set of features to confirm that the M form hypothesis.  Further, it captured the essential features of the original argument by Williamson.

Realistic Model:

The Carnegie Tech Management Game trained MBA’s about the complexities and interdependencies of the business firm in the face of uncertain and competitive markets where the firm has the functions of marketing, inventory, production, investment, etc. which need to be coordinated.  Here the purpose is to go beyond textbook problem solving to give the student a better understanding of the multi function firm, its uncertain and complex environment, and its management challenges.  

The realism question is how “real” should the model be and along which dimensions.   The game had many teams which competed, and each team had a small number of players or managers.  It had complexities than are not evident casually and intuitively; theory and analysis were required to play the game well.

The student team was faced with a “real” complex firm to manage.  The accounting statements were similar to those in practice; complex data could be analyzed; and one firm did not know what the other might do.  
Is this sufficient realism?  Here the test depends not only on the model but the larger simulation of how the game was played.  The Carnegie game en large and later modifications were used many years by thousands of MBA’s.  Did they learn?  Most came to appreciate the complexities and interdependencies of the world they were being trained for.  It fulfilled its purpose.
Would the “toy” model of our M form experiment have been sufficient for the learning environment of the MBA?  Probably not – almost surely not.  The toy model could illustrate uncertainty, but would it motivate the students as a serious exercise – probably not.  Greater realism was needed.
Yet, Monopoly remains a popular game.  It is competitive, uncertain, involves risk management, investment planning and finance - at least.  At ten, I did not know it was a real world experience; it was simply fun.  Now, I think it captures a good deal about business.  
Back to basics, the simple-realistic question is wrongly put.  This choice can only be made when the purpose and the experiment or manipulation are considered in concert.
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