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Robustness and replicability of psychopathology networks

Network approaches to psychopathology hold that mental

disorders arise from the interplay between symptoms in a net-

work structure1,2. In the past few years, statistical techniques

that estimate networks were developed and applied to many

disorders3. As empirical findings start to accumulate, the ques-

tion arising is which of these findings are robust and replica-

ble. Here we evaluate the state of psychopathological network

research based on three methodological criteria: model qual-

ity, precision, and replicability.

Model quality. One important quality of statistical modeling

techniques is their ability to recover the “true” model that gen-

erated the data, a necessary prerequisite for justifying infer-

ences based on network models. This is evaluated through: a)

mathematical analysis: prove that a technique will recover the

generating network model from data (e.g., by showing that it

converges to the true model as sample size increases); and b)

simulation studies: evaluate a technique’s performance under

various circumstances (e.g., for different network structures,

sample sizes, and parameter settings).

Current state-of-the-art network techniques (i.e., pairwise

Markov random fields4) have been vetted through mathemati-

cal proofs and simulation studies5,6: they efficiently recover

the “true” model underlying the data. In general, such tech-

niques minimize the false positive rate at the expense of statis-

tical power. As a result, these techniques are more likely to omit

“true” network connections, than to include spurious connec-

tions5,6. In sum, these techniques are vetted, conservative tools

for estimating psychopathology network structures.

Precision and robustness. When a researcher has estimated

a network from empirical data using vetted methodology, the

question is to what extent the parameter estimates are precise:

how robust are the results? For instance, if the relationship

between self-worth and suicidal thoughts seems stronger than

that between sleep difficulty and suicidal thoughts, it is neces-

sary to investigate if model parameters are estimated with suf-

ficient precision to justify this inference. If not, the result may

not replicate in other samples.

Precision of network parameter estimates can vary consid-

erably depending on factors such as sample size, network size,

and network structure. Therefore, these factors must be assess-

ed and reported on a case-by-case basis, by evaluating the sta-

tistical precision of parameter estimates (e.g., with confidence

intervals) and the robustness of the model as a whole (e.g.,

investigating network structures in subsamples).

Dedicated freeware methodology for doing this recently

became available4, which allows researchers to report confi-

dence intervals for estimated network parameters as an integral

part of their results. This practice was quickly embraced by the

majority of the network community, who now publish their

work including detailed robustness checks. Naturally, results of

such analyses should constrain the researcher’s conclusions

proportionately to their content: stronger claims (e.g., “insomnia

is the most central node in the depression network”) require

stronger evidence than weaker claims (e.g., “insomnia is con-

nected to the depression network”).

Replicability. When network analysis seems to warrant an

empirical conclusion (e.g., a particular symptom is highly cen-

tral, or one network is more densely connected than another),

the next question is whether the relevant phenomenon can be

replicated in other samples. Ideally, replication research differs

from the original study only in features that are deemed irrele-

vant to the phenomenon under investigation (e.g., by using a

different sample from the same population). However, as is

often the case in replication research, it is sometimes unclear

whether differences between a study and its purported replica-

tion are relevant or not. For instance, if a network is first esti-

mated on a community sample, and a replication is attempted

in a patient sample, it may be unrealistic to assume that the

same network holds in both populations. In such cases, studies

probe not only a finding’s replicability, but also its generaliz-

ability. Consequently, if inconsistent findings arise, this may

either be because the phenomenon is unstable or illusory (i.e.,

the finding is not replicable) or because of substantively mean-

ingful differences between studies (i.e., the finding is not gener-

alizable to the context of the new study). In contrast, if an em-

pirical phenomenon is observed consistently across studies, this

provides compound evidence for both its replicability and gene-

ralizability7.

Several recent empirical studies have evaluated the replica-

bility of networks. The general picture which emerges is that

network structures replicate and generalize well. For example,

networks of major depression and generalized anxiety disorder

symptoms are nearly identical in the US and Australia; post-

traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) networks are similar across

different populations and sources of trauma; and major depres-

sion networks are invariant across environmental and genetic

risk factors (e.g., age of onset)7,8.

Although network structures appear replicable and general-

izable, detailed inferences based on them may be more sus-

ceptible to variation across studies. For example, the centrality

of nodes seems to vary across PTSD networks, and a reported

difference in network density between remitted and persistent

major depression cases in adults was not fully replicated in an

adolescent sample8. Future research should critically interro-

gate such findings to determine if inconsistency between stud-

ies is best characterized as a failure to replicate or a failure to

generalize across contexts.

In conclusion, the model quality of network analysis tech-

niques is good, while precision and robustness can now ade-

quately be assessed with freely available methodological tools.

Burgeoning replication research suggests that the structure of

networks is typically consistent across studies, while stronger

inferences based on these structures (e.g., centrality) have

occasionally yielded mixed results.
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Network analysis is a promising approach that may lead to

significant improvements in research on and treatment of psy-

chopathology9, but researchers should be careful not to over-

state causal conclusions based on network analysis as long as

the causal interpretation of models has not been thoroughly

investigated. The assessment of network robustness and repli-

cability is an important step in this process and should be an

important research focus in the next few years.
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