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The personalization of psychopathology through the use of personalized symptom networks appears to be a
promising approach for gaining deeper insights into the development and maintenance of mental disorders.
One way to create such networks is by using the perceived causal networks (PECAN) method. In this
method, respondents are systematically asked to quantify how their symptoms are causally linked.
Answers are then visualized, either for the individual or aggregated for a group, as a directed network.
PECAN can represent causal relations irrespective of their timescales and requires no data-hungry estima-
tions. The following guidelines are intended to assist clinicians and researchers in the creation of personal-
ized networks using the PECAN method. These networks can facilitate case conceptualization and
personalization of treatments for individual patients and the description of groups of patients, revealing
recurring feedback loops and central symptoms. Additionally, recommendations are provided regarding
the procedures to be employed in the selection of nodes, assessment of edges, and visualization of the
data. Furthermore, the potential for evaluating the reliability, validity, and clinical usefulness, as well as
strengths, limitations, and future challenges of PECAN, is discussed. We conclude with an overview of
the challenges of PECAN and a research agenda that highlights opportunities to improve the still very
young method and implement it in clinical research and practice.

General Scientific Summary
Perceived causal networks is a transdiagnostic method that maps out how patients perceive how their
symptoms influence each other. This can be used by therapists to target the most influential symptom
for a particular patient or by researchers to describe a group of patients and which symptoms tend to
be perceived as most influential.

Keywords: network analysis, personalized psychotherapy, case conceptualization

Supplemental materials: https://doi.org/10.1037/abn0001036.supp

Example 1:Malik is a psychotherapist who sees a patient presenting
with a depressed mood, loss of interest, and fatigue. The patient
often feels anxious, has trouble falling asleep, and has difficulties
concentrating at work. He avoids many social situations due to

the anxiety they provoke, and sometimes has panic attacks in social
contexts he can’t avoid. He is often plagued by loneliness. Hemeets
the criteria for both depression and social anxiety. What therapeutic
interventions would be most helpful for this specific patient?
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Example 2: Miriam is a researcher studying patients with sub-
stance use and comorbid depression. She is interested in the
potential pathways between these two problems: for how
many patients does substance use cause depression, for how
many does depression cause substance use, and for how many
is the relationship bidirectional, with problems contributing to
each other? If she creates a manualized intervention package
for this heterogeneous population, which problem areas would
be most important to address?

The network approach to psychopathology has gained interest in
both mental health research (Jones & Robinaugh, 2021) and clinical
practice (Andreasson et al, 2023; Scheffer et al., 2024). According
to the network approach, psychopathological symptoms are organized
into networks. In these networks, the nodes represent the symptoms,
complaints, or problems that the patient presents with. Directed edges
(arrows) show the causal relations between the nodes (Borsboom,
2017). The development and maintenance of mental illnesses are pro-
posed to be explained by the mutual activation and reinforcement of
symptoms, resulting in a stable mental disorder state (Borsboom,
2017). As personalized symptom networks may contain symptoms
of different mental disorders as defined in diagnostic nosologies,
the emergence of comorbidity can be well explained by this approach
(Bringmann et al., 2022; Jones et al., 2021). Network theory also pro-
vides a framework for understanding the heterogeneity of mental dis-
orders, suggesting that within a patient population, individuals display
unique sets of symptoms and causal interactions among them
(Borsboom, 2017; Bringmann et al., 2022). To acquire insights on
symptoms and their causal relations for a given client, personalized
networks can be created and considered as case conceptualization.
Case conceptualization has been defined as the clinician’s understand-
ing of the patient’s problems as viewed through a particular theoretical
orientation (John& Segal, 2014). It is intended to guide the clinician’s
decisions about the selection of treatment targets and interventions
(Gilboa-Schechtman, 2024). Given that case conceptualizations and
subsequent clinical decisions often differ between clinicians (Bucci
et al., 2016), several methods to formalize case conceptualization
have been suggested, aiming to minimize clinical judgment biases
by guiding clinical decisions based on statistical parameters (Burger
et al., 2020). In this context, personalized symptom networks, such
as the network created for Malik’s patient (see Figure 1), can be
regarded as a formalized case conceptualization (Burger et al.,
2022). It is, however, important to emphasize that there are already
approaches to formalized case conceptualization that are based on
the perception of causal relations (Mumma et al., 2018). A notable
example of such a formalized approach is the functional analytic clin-
ical case model (Haynes et al., 1997), in which the causal relations
assumed by the clinician between variables (e.g., behavioral patterns
of individuals) are defined and quantified (e.g., the modifiability of a
certain variable) in a vector model. In contrast to other approaches of
formalized case conceptualization, personalized symptom networks
are embedded in the theoretical andmethodological framework of net-
work theory. This enables the analysis and interpretation of resulting
networks based on network analysis and in the context of assumptions
of network theory. This facilitates the identification of nodes that are
perceived to have particularly strong causal effects on other nodes, and
provides statistical parameters (e.g., centrality of a symptom) on
which clinical decisions can be based. Consequently, the network

approach is linked to the field of personalized psychotherapy
(Scholten et al., 2022).

There are twomainmethods for creating personalized networks: (a)
estimating them based on longitudinal data and (b) querying individ-
uals about their perception of causal relations. The next section will
discuss these two methods, starting with the most commonly used:
estimating edges in the networks from intensive time series data and
then shift to our main focus: the use of systematic assessments of
respondents’ perceptions based on the perceived causal networks
(PECAN) method (Frewen et al., 2012; Klintwall et al., 2023).

Constructing Personalized Networks

So far, most researchers have constructed personalized directed
networks based on time series data (Bringmann et al., 2022;
Burger et al., 2022; Mansueto et al., 2022), using data from ecolog-
ical momentary assessments (EMA). In this method, the patient is
asked several times per day about which symptoms are experienced
at that moment or since the last assessment (Ebner-Priemer & Trull,
2009). Directed edges between the nodes are then statistically esti-
mated based on their lagged covariation (Bringmann et al., 2022).
Particular strengths are that EMA reduces recall biases (Wright &
Zimmermann, 2019) and does not require the patient to understand
the causes of their symptoms, only to report on their moment-to-
moment experiences. With time series analysis, it is possible to
explore relations between symptoms and thus uncover a network
that was previously unseen by both the patient and their therapist.

Time series networks typically estimated on EMA data, such as
vector autoregressive models, have several limitations. They rely
on strong statistical assumptions such as linearity (i.e., all relationships
between variables are linear) and stationarity (i.e., the relationships
among variables do not change over time; Bringmann et al., 2022),
which are unlikely to hold for personalized networks in the context

Figure 1
Example Network for Malik’s Patient

Note. Node size shows frequency (bigger= higher), and color saturation
shows how severe (darker= higher) his patient experienced the symptoms.
Edge width shows how often the causal link was perceived by the patient
(i.e., how often one symptom leads to another).
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of psychotherapy (Siepe et al., 2024). Another important limitation is
that models fail to capture symptoms that interact on timescales that are
faster or slower than the spacing of the assessments (von Klipstein
et al., 2020). To give an example, for Malik, the panic in social situa-
tions occurs in amatter of seconds, way faster than the assessments in a
realistic EMA design, and will therefore not show up as an edge in the
estimated temporal network. Conversely, even though his patient’s
insomnia is in fact causing fatigue, this works on a timescale spanning
multiple days and will also not be identified using time series analysis
(von Klipstein et al., 2020). Additionally, since edges are estimated
from the data, there must be variation in symptoms to estimate effects
between nodes. If Malik’s patient always reports fatigue with the same
intensity, the analysis cannot uncover the causes and effects of fatigue.
In short, time series analysis may result in networks with low sensitiv-
ity and thus may miss significant edges in a patient’s network
(Mansueto et al., 2022). Due to these limitations, networks based on
temporal data do not lend themselves to derive causal interpretations
(Bringmann et al., 2022; von Klipstein et al., 2020).
An alternative method to create personalized directed networks is to

ask patients how they perceive the causal relations between their symp-
toms. The PECAN (Klintwall et al., 2023), a clinical adaptation of the
perceived causal relation (PCR) method (Frewen et al., 2012), is built
on the observation that patients have thoughts and beliefs about what is
causing their mental health issues (Hansson et al., 2010). PECAN con-
structs personalized networks by asking the patient to quantify the
causal relations of specific symptom–symptom relations one by one.

Definition of PECAN

We define the PECAN method by these two components:

1. An idiographic model of an individual’s psychopathology
of their PCRs between the nodes in a system. The nodes
can constitute symptoms or complaints from one or multiple
mental disorders and related problems. The respondent may
be either a patient answering about themselves or a therapist,
parent, or spouse. Creating this model entails (a) node selec-
tion, i.e., finding the relevant nodes for the network (e.g.,
emotions, behaviors, or contextual factors) and (b) causal
ratings, in which the individual reports their perceptions
about the causal relation between every combination of
the selected nodes, in both directions.

2. The visualization of this model in the form of a personalized
network or aggregated group network consisting of nodes
(e.g., symptoms) and directed edges between nodes (arrows)
representing the PCRs. Optionally, further analyses of fea-
tures such as centrality, density, or feedback loops within
these networks can be conducted.

As PECAN captures relations between nodes directly from individ-
uals’ perceptions, it has the particular strength that it does not require
time series data with statistical assumptions to create a personalized
directed network. Causal relations can be found regardless of what
timescale they occur on and do not require variation in nodes.
Conversely, PECAN may be more susceptible to biases. A certain
degree of introspection is also necessary to apply themethod, thus ren-
dering it more suitable for certain individuals than for others (see the
Challenges and Research Agenda for PECAN section). The PECAN
method described in this article could be especially useful in situations
where symptoms vary on different time scales (e.g., sleep quality and

dysfunctional thoughts), if subjective perceptions of causal connec-
tions between symptoms are of particular interest, or if extensive
data collection with EMA is not feasible.

For Malik, using PECAN would mean having his patient formu-
late the present symptoms by interviewing him during a therapy ses-
sion. Then, for each selected symptom, he would ask to what extent
it has a causal influence on the other symptoms. Using the visualiza-
tion of the personalized network, they could collaboratively identify
which of the nodes seem to be most influential within his patient’s
network and would thus be candidates for targeted intervention.
He might also use further analyses to support his impression with
metrics on centrality of specific nodes and feedback loops.

Miriam would proceed in the same way as Malik, except that she
would present a predefined list of symptoms relevant to the disorders
being studied in her sample and complete the rating for each individ-
ual, using a questionnaire with or without interviewer support.
Miriam would get a collection of individual patient networks,
which she can then aggregate into a group network. She can identify
which nodes are central across patients and which loops often occur.

A few studies already exist that have applied the PECANmethod at
the group or individual level. Despite the paucity of studies to date,
and the fact that some have been based on small sample sizes, they
nevertheless provide initial evidence of the good feasibility and reli-
ability of PECAN. Here, wewill give some examples to showcase dif-
ferent methodological variations of PECAN and illustrate the way
PECAN can be applied to different populations. (a) Klintwall et al.
(2023) introduced the PECAN method in a sample of n= 231 adult
individuals screened positive for depression. The authors adminis-
tered PECAN via an online questionnaire, in which individuals
could choose between seven and 15 symptoms they had experienced
in the past week from a list of 26 possible symptoms associated with
depression. For each symptom selected, individuals were asked to rate
the severity of the symptom and indicate the extent to which up to
three other symptoms had caused the symptom. (b) Vogel et al.
(2025) adapted the PECAN method for use with children and adoles-
cents from the age of 10 years (PECAN-CA). Here, it was shown that
a prerequisite for good feasibility in young people was the implemen-
tation of the method via face-to-face interview, simplification of
questions and scales, and a prior education with age-appropriate psy-
choeducational videos on concepts such as symptoms and symptom
networks. (c) Burger et al. (2024) applied the PECANmethod by con-
ducting brief daily assessments of perceived symptom interactions
over 4 weeks to reduce recall bias. About 40% of n= 20 adult respon-
dents with depressive symptoms achieved stable networks, and the
method was shown to be time-efficient and well received. We provide
an overview of these and other studies in Table 1 in the online supple-
mental materials. An updatable version of the table can also be found
on the Open Science Framework to provide an up-to-date overview of
PECAN studies (https://osf.io/hpysk/files/osfstorage).

Scope of the Guidelines

This article is intended as a guide for clinicians and researchers
who plan to use PECAN to create networks based on an individual’s
perception of causal relations. The guidelines have these goals:

1. Help researchers and clinicians create networks using
PECAN: planning, data collection, visualization, and analy-
sis of networks.

VOGEL ET AL.846
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2. Present strengths and limitations of the method.
3. Facilitate communication between researchers working with

PECAN in order to make the contents of the PECAN
method comparable between different PECAN studies.
A collaborative platform will be provided to facilitate con-
tent synthesis, for example, item pools or visualization tools.

We decided to develop these guidelines at an early stage in the
development of the PECAN research field, because there are still
many degrees of freedom in theway the PECANmethod can be con-
ducted. Therefore, we aim at helping researchers and clinicians make
decisions in planning their own PECAN procedure and to join our
research efforts to identify and derive optimal procedures.

How to Set Up a PECAN Study?

Miriam andMalikwill require different setups of PECAN.Malikmay
allocate a few sessions to create a network together with his patient,
whereas Miriam will likely rely on an online questionnaire sent out to
patients. We will describe choices that need to be made about the data
collection and the visualization and analysis of the resulting networks.
An overviewof these steps of creating a network is presented in Figure 2.

Data Collection

PECAN data collection involves selecting nodes for the net-
works, deciding what features of those nodes may be relevant
(e.g., frequency, modifiability, or severity), setting up how to assess
the individuals’ perceptions about the edges, and then collecting the
data, for example, via a questionnaire or interview.

Selecting Nodes

Which nodes should be in the network for Malik, and which
nodes should be in the networks for the patients in Miriam’s study?

Completely Personalized Nodes. Malik could ask his patient to
write down a list of all the symptoms or problems he experienced in
the last week or month. Literature indicates that the individualization
of symptom selection in clinical research or practice, for instance, by
inquiring about patients’ most significant symptoms, is associated
with psychometrically sound outcomes (e.g., Weisz et al., 2011).
It may be helpful to have a clinician guide participants in formulating
nodes to avoid content overlap (e.g., two nodes for different aspects of
the same emotion) or a skewed focus only on specific areas of func-
tioning (e.g., only including aspects of social functioning while
neglecting cognitions or contextual factors). A good starting point
might be the use of existing problem-focused measures (see Lloyd
et al., 2019; Sales & Alves, 2016; Weisz et al., 2011) or to look at
the criteria for the disorders the patient has been diagnosed with,
but be responsive to other important problems in his life. Although
this would work well for a specific patient like Malik, it might not
be ideal for Miriam doing a population study: if all her patients
have personalized nodes, it will be hard to aggregate the networks.

Predetermined List of Nodes. Another possibility is to prepare
a list of potential problems, fromwhich the individual can pick those
that are relevant. This predetermined list should encompass the most
prevalent problems in the target population. The selection of which
nodes to include in the network for a particular individual can be
done in different ways, such as by the person herself (simply check-
ing yes/no) or by a clinician who knows a patient well.

Figure 2
Overview of Steps
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Predetermined List That Is Individualized. This can be
achieved through free-text questions (“You selected insomnia, please
describe the specific sleep problems you experience”) or let the indi-
vidual select from some options (“Which of these problems related to
sleep do you experience: difficulty falling asleep, frequent awaken-
ings, or early awakenings?”).
Regardless of the method used to select nodes, it is advisable to

set a maximum number of nodes, as the resulting network might
be overwhelming with too many nodes. Keep in mind that for two
present symptoms A and B, we ask whether A causes B and whether
B causes A. Thus, if a participant selects 10 nodes, they already have
to rate 10× 9= 90 edges. How should the number of nodes be lim-
ited? It is a balance between including all relevant symptoms and not
including too many nodes to avoid an overly complex and confusing
network. Determining the optimal limit remains an area for further
research. In the context of PECAN-CA, data show that networks
with more than six nodes can be of very low reliability and feasibility
in younger individuals, suggesting that a limit should be set (Vogel
et al., 2025).
Malik and his patient decided on phrasing the PECAN nodes

together, and came up with nine nodes (e.g., depressive mood, loss
of interest, fatigue, avoiding social situations, anxiety, panic, trouble
falling asleep, difficulty to concentrate, and lonely). Miriam decided
on a list of 20 items taken from the diagnostic criteria of substance
abuse and depression, and added some factors based on her clinical
experience: conflicts with spouse, overwhelmed at work, body dissat-
isfaction, and so on.

Node Properties

Frequency can be reported by the individuals using scales (e.g.,
from never to every day) or the number of occurrences during the
period in question.
Severity of the problems might be of interest, both if there is a need

to prioritizewhich problems should be included as nodes, and as a fea-
ture to visualize in the resulting network. Modifiability or controllabil-
ity of the different nodes could be relevant, as this might be combined
with centrality metrics to select viable treatment targets.

Assessing Edges

Edges and quantification of their strength can be defined and
asked about in different ways. We will describe three: edges quanti-
fied as frequency, certainty, and contrafactual effects.
Assessing an edge in terms of frequency could be done by asking,

“When you experience X, how often does it lead to Y?” The
response alternatives can be presented as percentages or using verbal
equivalents (e.g., “never,” “sometimes,” and “always”). If the ques-
tion is probabilistic, the resulting edge is relative to the frequency of
the connecting node. In other words, if node X is infrequent but
“always” leads to Y, this strong edge may mislead readers of the
visualized network into thinking that this edge is significant. Thus,
in the visualization, edges can be weighed based on the frequency
of their source node.
Alternatively, an edge strength can be levels of certainty, such as

when asking “Do you think Y is caused by X?” or “Do you think X
leads to Y?,” with response options represented by percentages or
verbal labels (e.g., “I am certain it is not,” “I am unsure either
way,” and “I am completely certain that it is”).

Finally, another alternative is to ask about counterfactuals as a
way to quantify the causal effect of one node on another. An exam-
ple of this would be to ask, “If you no longer had the problemX, how
much would Y decrease?,” which can be answered on a scale from
“Y would no longer be a problem” to “Y would still be just as big of
a problem.” This has the benefit of giving an interpretable metric on
the causal strength, with the downside that it is quite cumbersome.
As can be seen, there are some degrees of freedom here in which
researchers/clinicians can make decisions about the definition of
edges in the resulting network (e.g., certainty and frequency). It
should be considered in advance what is reasonable to answer the
research question.

Miriam plans to collect data from a large number of participants
using an online questionnaire without interviewer support, and she
opts to ask about the certainty of causes: “Do you think your fatigue
is caused by your excessive drinking?” Malik, on the other hand,
who can spend more time creating his single network and is interested
in identifying which nodes or edges to intervene on for a maximum
effect on the entire network, could opt to ask about contrafactual
effects.

Considerations Regarding Time Scale and Validity

The decision on which time period and context the PECAN que-
ries may have an impact on the resulting networks. Should the indi-
viduals be asked to report in reference to their current life (e.g., “in
the past month”), or to a specific period of their life (“the last period
you felt depressed”), or a specific situation (“when you have to speak
publicly”). For Malik, it seems indicated to ask about the past few
weeks, as his patient’s problems are current. For Miriam’s study,
on the other hand, asking the individuals about a specific situation
in which patients have taken substances and different depressive
symptoms have occurred may be more useful. Furthermore, it is
important to note that different time scales can also exist at the
level of the nodes (e.g., symptoms) to be selected and at the level
of the edges between nodes (e.g., mood may change by the minute
and fatigue may change over weeks or months). In contrast to net-
works based on time series data, there are no statistical reasons
against integrating these differently time-scaled variables into a
PECAN model. However, it is also necessary to consider the extent
to which the relations shown in the network can be interpreted.
Given that these are the patient’s perceptions, it is conceivable that
the symptoms of fatigue could be perceived in the long term as a
result of negative mood, even if subject to minute-by-minute
changes. It is important to note that there are also degrees of freedom
with regard to the time period. To date, no studies have investigated
the influence of the time period on PECAN networks. Consequently,
it is not possible to make a decision based on data. It is therefore
important to emphasise the necessity of researchers deciding and
reporting transparently in advance which time period is to be used
to record nodes and edges in the context of PECAN.

It is also advisable to explain the purpose of PECAN to the respon-
dent before collecting data. This way, the respondent will be moti-
vated to make an effort to provide valid responses. This can be
done verbally by an interviewer, through a concise text, or perhaps
ideally via an instructional video illustrating the idea of personalized
networks and their applications (Vogel et al., 2025).

Conducting the data collectionwith interviewer support, rather than a
questionnaire to be filled out independently, is another avenue to
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enhance quality. However, an active interviewer may introduce biases,
potentially influencing the results, so that a structured interview guide
seems important. Utilizing an interview to complete the data collection
is particularly valuable in children and adolescents (Kaariniemi et al.,
2025; Vogel et al., 2025).

Analysis

Visualization

Visualizing Individual Networks. Visualizing a network for a
single person is a straightforward process. All required information
to create a network is readily available using the PECAN method,
without the need for estimating edges. However, deciding which
information to include in the network and how to present it depends
on how edges were assessed. First of all, it makes sense to present all
nodes that were selected by the individual. Second, node size and
color can be used to represent node properties, for example, severity
or frequency or some categorization (such as being criteria for
different diagnoses). Third, if edge quantification (e.g., frequency
or certainty) can be drawn in varying widths or color shades.
Alternatively, color could be used to illustrate information such as
grouping, severity, or frequency. For his patient, Malik decides
that node size should indicate frequency (how often the problem
occurs). Additionally, he utilizes color to denote symptom severity,
employing a spectrum from “light red” to “dark red,” with the latter
indicating more severe symptoms. For the edges, Malik decides to
base both width and color on edge strength. To accomplish this,
he employs a color spectrum ranging from “light gray” to “black.”
A network using these parameters is presented in Figure 1. Note
that, especially if the prospective user of the network is a patient,
resisting the temptation to include all available information should
be avoided so as to not be overwhelming.
Visualizing Aggregated Networks. Before aggregating the

networks, it is crucial to consider whether all nodes are relevant to
the research question. PECAN offers significant advantages in cus-
tomizing symptom lists, tailored to specific populations or individu-
als, free from standardized questionnaires. However, this flexibility
also poses challenges, such as the potential for excessively long
lists containing numerous irrelevant nodes for a particular research
inquiry. To address this issue, researchers can choose to exclude
nodes when aggregating networks. For instance, it may be wise to
exclude nodes that were only rarely experienced in the group.
While this approach improves the network’s relevance on a popula-
tion level, it results in information loss. It is important to note that,
unlike estimated network analyses on cross-sectional or time series
data, excluding nodes within PECAN does not affect the overall net-
work structure, as in PECAN, the self-reported links are not condi-
tional relations, as is the case in commonly estimated network
models. Therefore, within PECAN, only the specific node and its
associated edges will be removed from the network without affecting
the other edges (it might influence node centralities, though).
In PECAN, aggregation mainly involves calculating absence/

presence percentages or finding the average/median values of attri-
butes like node severity or edge strength.
If the assessment only determines whether a node is present or

absent, simple percentages may suffice. However, when aggregating
node attributes, such as severity, additional considerations arise. For
instance, when a node is absent for an individual, its severity can

either be considered as zero or treated as a missing value when cal-
culating the mean. A node with a mean severity score of 100/100
may seem significant, but its importance on a group level might be
misleading if it is present in only a small group of individuals.
Conversely, a node that is present in 50% of individuals with a
severity score of 1/100 may not be as important as one that is present
in 45% of individuals with a severity score of 98/100. Therefore,
depending on the research question of interest, it may be beneficial
to incorporate both pieces of information, severity and presence fre-
quency, which could be achieved by using both node size and color-
ation in the visualization.

The same questions that arise for nodes also apply to edges.
However, when considering edges, one must also decide how to
address the absence of an edge. In a data frame, the absence of an
edge may stem from a person not perceiving a causal relation
between two nodes, or because one or both nodes were absent for
that person. Treating these absent edges as zeros when calculating
the percentage may lead to misleading interpretations (e.g., there
is a difference between “anxiety causes social isolation for 10% of
the sample” and “for patients in the sample that have both anxiety
and social isolation, anxiety causes social isolation for 100%”).
It is important to remember that nodes are preselected for a network,
and the absence of a node in the final selection for a person does not
necessarily imply its overall absence. When aggregating the net-
work, it is crucial to be specific about the research interest and
make sure that the aggregated network aligns with this research inter-
est. As can be seen here, researchers have a number of degrees of
freedom and decisions to make if they want to create an aggregated
network (e.g., which nodes to exclude and how to deal with missing
values). These decisions should be made a priori and depending on
the research question. There are also degrees of freedom with regard
to the interpretation of aggregated networks (e.g., absence of edges),
which should be reported and discussed transparently by the
researchers.

Miriam decides to aggregate nodes present in at least 20% of her
sample, resulting in a network with 10 nodes presented in Figure 3.

Simplification. When communicating study results or in discus-
sion with a patient about a personalized network, it may be necessary
to simplify the network, showing only the most important edges.
There are no clear rules for how to simplify a PECAN visualization.

On an individual level, simplifying a network is easily done if
edges have attributes (e.g., level of certainty, frequency). On a
group level, simplification can be done based on percentages or
other edge features. While simplifying networks can provide valuable
insights, centrality should typically be calculated using original edges.

Miriam and Malik both decide to simplify their networks so that
the number of edges equals the number of nodes (this seems to be a
good rule of thumb). Malik decides to simplify using edge strength
(Figure 4), and Miriam decides to simplify by the percentage of peo-
ple who reported the edge if they had both corresponding nodes
(Figure 5).

How to Visualize PECAN Networks With R. There are sev-
eral possibilities to create network graphics with R. One useful
R package for PECAN is the visNetwork package (Almende
& Thieurmel, 2022) as it allows to create and edit networks.
This feature is especially useful in clinical settings when patients
want to add nodes or edges while viewing their network. The net-
work graphics in this article were created by the PECAN2 package
(Reichert & Vogel, 2024). The PECAN2 package is a wrapper
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around the visNetwork package with the purpose of simplifying
the workflow of PECAN. It allows users to aggregate networks, cal-
culate centrality measures, and use specific coloring and simplifica-
tion. For visualization, the PECAN2 package can either be used to
prepare data for the visNetwork package or to directly visualize
them via visNetwork. The latter comes with a predefined setup of
PECAN-specific defaults and enables simplification and coloring

in one function. Example code on how to use the PECAN2 package
can be found at https://github.com/JR-psych/PECAN2.

Description of the Network

When analyzing a network, whether for an individual or aggre-
gated for a group, two aspects are likely to be important: the central-
ity of the nodes and the feedback loops they are involved in.

In the context of PECAN, the following centralitymetrics can be cal-
culated, which are also known from networks that are estimated from
data (see Bringmann et al., 2019): (a) Out-degree centrality, describing
how much each node in the network influences other nodes in the net-
work through one-step edges. It is defined as the number of outgoing
edges of a given node. (b) In-degree centrality describes how much
each node in the network is influenced by the other nodes. It is defined
as the number of incoming edges of a given node. If weighted, this met-
ric is referred to as in-strength centrality.

Another interesting description of an individual network is the
feedback loops that it contains. These loops can be of different
lengths, with the shortest only including two nodes (X causes Y
and Y causes X), up to any number of steps in length.

Reliability

For any interpretation of an individual network to be meaningful,
it must be ascertained whether the answers given by the respondent
are random or consistent when asked repeatedly. If the respondents
are asked to select from a predefined list of potential nodes twice, do
they select the same ones? If the nodes are completely open, does the
respondent create the same nodes twice? If node properties such as
frequency or severity are asked about, how consistent does the
respondent report these? This can be reported as a within-person
correlation.

Figure 4
Simplified Network for Malik’s Patient

Note. The original network is displayed in Figure 1.

Figure 5
Simplified Aggregated Network From Miriam’s Study

Figure 3
Hypothetical Aggregated Group Network From Miriam’s Study

Note. Nodes included are present in at least 20% of patients. Node size is
based on frequency in the sample. Edge width represents how many patients
reported edge when both nodes were present, and edge color indicates mean
edge strength, with “light gray” indicating low and “black” high strength.
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Perhaps more importantly, how consistently does the respondent
report the edges? This can be computed as a within-person
Spearman correlation, where each data-point-pair is that same edge
on the two assessments. However, in case different nodes were
selected on two assessments, some of these pairs will be missing a
member. These pairs can be omitted when computing the Spearman
correlation, or alternatively, all potential pairs can be included in the
correlation (i.e., all pairs of unselected nodes are pairs of 0s).
Reliability from two assessments with a patient can be visualized in
the same network (Kaariniemi et al., 2025).
Finally, even if individual edges are not reported consistently (if

asked about twice), the centrality of the nodes in the network might
still be consistent across time. Thus, it is interesting to look at the reli-
ability of the centrality of the nodes. Again, this can be computed as a
within-person correlation, comparing centrality from two interviews
or questionnaires from the same patient. As with edges, a decision
needs to be made with regard to whether nodes that are not selected
on one or both of the two assessments should be given a centrality
of zero or omitted when computing this correlation.
In all of the above, it is not clear what should be considered an

acceptable within-person reliability. However, the paucity of extant
studies employing PECAN does suggest that PECAN networks
appear to demonstrate stability over time. Klintwall et al. (2023)
reported a mean retest reliability of r= .53 for edges and r= .81
for centrality indices. Vogel et al. (2025) demonstrated that the reli-
ability observed in young subjects was comparable to that of the
adult sample in the Klintwall et al. (2023) study, even after a retest
interval of 4 weeks.

Evaluation of the Data Collection and Visualization

Evaluation of the data collection and the resulting network could
cover negative effects (e.g., whether seeing the network made the
problems feel overwhelming), positive effects (e.g., whether seeing
the network gave insights into what might be maintaining the prob-
lems), clinical utility (e.g., if seeing the network gave the respondent
ideas for behavioral changes) and what might be missing and should
be added to the network (nodes or edges). For some suggestions of
evaluation items, see our Open Science Framework project (https://
osf.io/zwx9n/files/osfstorage?view_only=7631e79287e84c23b0cb07
168df9c20b).

Discussion

Summary

The PECAN method can be used both by clinicians (interested in
an individual patient) and researchers (interested in a group of
patients). As compared to widely used time series methods to create
personalized networks, this method has the benefits of being able to
capture causal relations between problems irrespective of timescales
and variation, but with the downside that it relies on insight on behalf
of the respondent. Valid and reliable networks require careful selec-
tion of nodes to be included in the network and systematically col-
lecting data about respondent perceptions of the causal relations
between these. There are many degrees of freedom in how this can
be done (e.g., asking respondents about causal relations in terms
of frequency, certainty, or effect sizes), which should be decided
in advance and reported transparently. This also goes for subsequent
visualization of networks, which can be done in different ways:

using node size and color to denote different features, and simplify-
ing the network to optimize readability of the network. Individual
and group networks can be analyzed both qualitatively and quantita-
tively (e.g., centralities). In the above, we hope we have provided the
interested reader with a toolbox comprehensive enough to set up
their own PECAN study. In this last section, we turn to the concep-
tual and empirical work that remains to be done.

Reliability and Validity in the Context of PECAN

Given that networks resulting from PECAN can serve as a basis
for therapeutic decisions or for conclusions about pathomechanisms,
concepts such as reliability and validity are important when using
PECAN.

Reliability

As outlined above, there are a number of decisions involved in
measuring the reliability of the PECAN method, which makes mea-
suring and reporting reliability in the context of PECAN a complex
issue. Since PECAN is a novel method, there are still a number of
open questions on reliability to which we also do not yet have
answers and which require further research and reflection.
Nevertheless, we would like to present here some of our reflections
on reliability in the context of PECAN.

Let us consider a scenario in which Malik, during the initial stages
of therapy, repeatedly inquires about the patient’s symptoms and their
causal relations over a specific time period (e.g., the last 4 weeks prior
to the commencement of therapy).What retest reliability would be sat-
isfactory? A reliability of self-reported causal relations close to 1 may
not be realistic. One reason might be that thinking about causal rela-
tionsmight lead to a change in the perception of them. Thismight lead
to altered responses when individuals are asked a second time. Of
course, on the other hand, a correlation of 0 over assessments
would not be helpful, as it would be akin to arbitrary answers. In
this context, a central question seems to be how reliable PECAN
needs to be in order to be used as a useful measurement tool and,
for example, to be able to predict the success of a therapy. This has
to be determined in further research depending on the sample (e.g.,
children vs. adults, specific patient groups), the survey method used
(e.g., face-to-face interview vs. online survey), the time period to
which the query refers (e.g., symptomatology in the last 2 weeks or
in a specific past situation), and the variable to be assessed (e.g.,
highly fluctuating symptomatology or rather stable constructs).

Validity

Traditionally, validity is defined as the property of a measure or
method to represent what it claims to represent. In the context of
PECAN, validity might be understood as the extent to which the
PCRs are representative of the true causal system. As the “true causal
system” is unknown, it needs to be approximated through different
angles. One possibility could be to validate PECAN networks
against therapist-based case formulation networks. Another possibil-
ity would be to test subcomponents of the PECAN networks, such as
specific edges through small thought- or behavior experiments
(Burger et al., 2022). Aside from construct validity, a perhaps
more natural approach would be to evaluate face validity by having
clinicians reflect on the client’s perceived network (Reichert et al.,
2025; Scholten et al., 2025). Also, to use PECAN with several
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respondents (e.g., spouse and parent) answering about the same
patient, and then aggregate these networks to increase validity,
might be a promising approach. A key question is whether PECAN
can predict treatment outcomes, andwhether the PECAN-based selec-
tion of specific treatment targets and appropriate interventions can
contribute to better treatment outcomes. For our examples, we
might ask whether Malik is able to provide a more effective therapy
because he selected interventions based on PECAN. Will Miriam’s
therapy programme be more effective because she has identified rele-
vant causal relationships between symptoms based on PECAN?

Challenges and Research Agenda for PECAN

First, assessing information on mental health problems based on
an individual’s perception is inherently influenced by recall bias
and self-report issue (Schmier & Halpern, 2004). PECAN is based
on the individual’s perception of relations between such problems.
The literature suggests that bias in retrospective symptom ratings
depends on characteristics, such as the availability of symptoms
(e.g., severe and distinct symptoms may be more salient), the dis-
tance to the period being rated (e.g., recency bias), and the current
state at the time of rating (e.g., state bias; Schmier & Halpern,
2004). However, how recall bias affects the reporting of causal rela-
tions between two symptoms is still unclear. A possible approach to
reduce recall bias might be to use shorter but repeated PECAN
assessments (Burger et al., 2024). In this study, respondents were
asked every evening for a month to indicate which symptoms they
had experienced and whether any of the other symptoms were caus-
ing this, which was the aggregated to a network (Burger et al., 2024).
It seems likely that not only does this reduce recall bias, but it also
trains the respondents to observe causal relations that they might
not have been previously aware of. Another option is to use
PECAN to create priors of which edges to expect, and then update
this with data from EMA (Burger et al., 2022; Scholten et al.,
2025). Future research on such hybrid approaches with either pure
EMA or a pure PECAN method would be important to verify the
added value of supporting PECAN with EMA.
Second, the PECAN method possibly suits some groups better

than others. In the existing PECAN studies to date, there was a
wide variation in reliability across individuals (e.g., Klintwall
et al., 2023; Vogel et al., 2025). This finding could indicate that
there are differences between individuals in the ability to estimate
their own causal relations. Accordingly, the question arises as to
what the ability to assess one’s own causal relations depends on.
Besides prior knowledge of the variables (e.g., symptoms) and net-
work theory, cognitive abilities, introspection, or social desirability
could play a role. Certain variables and causal relations might be bet-
ter assessed based on individuals’ perceptions than others. In this
respect, PECAN, based on patient perception, could work less
well for some disorders, which may be characterized by poor insight
into symptoms and symptom relations. Notwithstanding the pres-
ence of multiple psychopathologies in an individual patient, the
PECAN assessment may primarily reflect psychopathologies with
which the patient has sufficient insight. Therefore, evaluation of
the procedure by respondents, as well as investigating how to
increase reliability, would be important to identify optimal proce-
dures. Additionally, it is important to consider how PECAN can
be tailored to be used with specific populations, such as individuals
with poor insight into their own symptomatology. Overall, further

research is needed to investigate to what extent PECAN is useful
for certain psychopathologies or groups and how the method
might need to be adapted.

Third, there are challenges concerning the structure and procedure
of PECAN data collection in order to achieve valid networks. The
conceptualization of the PECAN method leaves room for variation
in theway individuals choose from symptoms and assess causal rela-
tions. Actually, experience from previous PECAN studies (see
Table 1 in the online supplemental materials) shows that it is advis-
able to adapt the PECAN procedure to the study design, setting, and
sample. Nevertheless, it is so far unclear how decisions regarding the
specific PECAN procedurewill affect the resulting data. Moreover, it
is an open question how much the respondent needs to know about
relevant concepts (e.g., causality, symptoms, and network theory).
An initial study suggests that it is important, at least for children
and young people, to inform them about these concepts in advance
(Vogel et al., 2025). An understanding of how each node is defined
(e.g., what is meant by “safety behavior”) seems to be an important
precondition for valid data as well (Vogel et al., 2025). Furthermore,
the setting (interview or questionnaire), the way individuals select
the variables or which they later estimate causal relations (e.g.,
opportunity to name variables freely and select variables from a
list) as well as the wording of questions regarding causality could
also influence the data. In this context, the synthesis of materials
(e.g., instructional videos, lists of variables for psychopathologies),
contents/variations of the PECAN process (e.g., formulations), and
evaluation questions for the PECAN process on an open science
platform seem to be important steps for the stepwise refinement of
the PECAN method. This might also help create recommendations
for sufficient reliability.

Fourth, there is the question of how to deal with diverging infor-
mation from different sources or how to integrate this different
information. For example, different individuals (e.g., patient and
therapist, child and parent) might select different nodes and con-
sider different causal relations important, resulting in different
PECAN networks. Likewise, personalized networks representing
an individual’s mental problems based on EMA data could differ
significantly compared to networks created based on PECAN
(Scholten et al., 2025). For these challenges, which also exist in
the context of other methods with multiple informants or the mea-
surement of constructs using different methods, there are not yet
any recommendations. Thus, a worthwhile avenue might be to
explore how PECAN can be used with several parallel informants
(parent, spouse, and patient) and combined with other network
methods to triangulate a high-validity personalized network.

Finally, the value of the PECANmethod will be ultimately judged
by the extent to which it can help improve predictions of courses of
mental disorders and make psychotherapy more effective. Given that
no research yet exists that has examined the predictive potential of
PECAN networks or the effectiveness of personalized therapy
based on PECAN, this would be an important next step to investigate
these issues.

Conclusion

As PECAN can be conducted as a single session interview or an
online questionnaire, and can be tailored to specific patients or
patient populations, it might be an applicable method in the context
of psychotherapy and clinical studies. However, the question arises
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as to how the directed networks resulting from the PECAN method
could be used in these contexts. PECAN offers a promising approach
to personalize psychotherapy by using directed networks as a
decision-making tool to select particularly effective treatment tar-
gets. From the perspective of network theory of psychopathology,
focusing on specific symptom–symptom interactions would be a via-
ble strategy to effectively destabilize a stable symptom network, and
ultimately contribute to the remission of mental disorders
(Borsboom, 2017). From the elements of directed networks based
on PECAN presented in the current article, one could consider
selecting symptoms that display strong severity, exhibit many/strong
connections to other symptoms, or have particularly strong connec-
tions between symptoms as targets for conducting individualized,
targeted interventions. It remains unclear, however, as to which of
these elements estimated from the individual’s perception are capa-
ble of predicting treatment outcomes and can thereby act as promis-
ing targets. In this context, PECAN might complement the toolbox
of estimating directed networks to address precisely this question in
clinical studies of whether and which elements of directed networks
(based on an individual’s perception) can make an incremental con-
tribution to the prediction of treatment outcomes. Moreover,
PECAN-derived networks may facilitate formalized case conceptu-
alization based on network theory (Burger et al., 2022), for instance,
to discuss a treatment rationale with patients.
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