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Depression: A Public Health Report
Introduction
Depression is a common mental health disorder characterised by persistent feelings of sadness, hopelessness, and loss of interest in daily activities. According to the World Health Organization (WHO, 2023), depression affects how people think, feel and behave, often reducing their ability to function at work, school and in relationships. Unlike temporary feelings of sadness, symptoms usually last for at least two weeks and can become severe without appropriate treatment.
Common symptoms include low mood, fatigue, poor concentration, sleep disturbances, changes in appetite, feelings of worthlessness and thoughts of self-harm or suicide (National Institute for Health and Care Excellence [NICE], 2022). Depression is one of the leading causes of disability worldwide, affecting approximately 280 million people (WHO, 2023). In the United Kingdom, around one in six adults experiences symptoms of a common mental health disorder during any given week (NHS Digital, 2022). These figures demonstrate that depression is a significant public health issue requiring effective prevention, early intervention and ongoing support.
Main Body Structure
This report examines how depression is measured and monitored within public health before discussing methods used to control the condition. It then considers the effects of depression on individuals and society, followed by an overview of the health and social care services available to support people living with depression. Finally, the report concludes with key findings and recommendations.
Main Body
Measuring and Monitoring Depression
Accurate measurement and monitoring of depression are essential for identifying people who require treatment, assessing the severity of symptoms and evaluating the effectiveness of healthcare services (NICE, 2022). Healthcare professionals use a range of validated assessment tools to support diagnosis and monitor progress throughout treatment.
One of the most widely used screening tools is the Patient Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9). This questionnaire assesses nine symptoms experienced over the previous two weeks and produces a score that classifies depression as mild, moderate or severe. The results help clinicians decide on appropriate treatment and monitor improvements over time (Kroenke, Spitzer & Williams, 2001).
Another commonly used tool is the Beck Depression Inventory (BDI), which measures the severity of depressive symptoms and is widely used in both healthcare settings and research (Beck, Steer & Brown, 1996). Healthcare professionals may also conduct structured clinical interviews using the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5-TR) or the International Classification of Diseases (ICD-11) to confirm a diagnosis (American Psychiatric Association, 2022; WHO, 2022).
In England, depression is monitored through national surveys such as the Adult Psychiatric Morbidity Survey (APMS), which collects information on the prevalence of mental health conditions and patterns of service use (NHS Digital, 2022). The Office for National Statistics (ONS) also monitors mental health indicators, including suicide rates, to support healthcare planning and public health policy.
General Practitioners (GPs) play an important role by recognising symptoms, diagnosing depression, reviewing treatment outcomes and referring patients to specialist mental health services when necessary (NICE, 2022). Public health organisations also monitor risk factors such as unemployment, poverty, social isolation, long-term illness and adverse childhood experiences to identify vulnerable groups and support early intervention (Public Health England, 2021). Effective monitoring enables earlier diagnosis, improves recovery rates and helps reduce the long-term impact of depression on individuals and society.
How Depression is Controlled
Although depression cannot always be prevented, it can be effectively managed through a combination of psychological therapies, medication, lifestyle changes and public health initiatives (WHO, 2023). Early identification is essential because prompt treatment improves recovery and reduces the risk of symptoms becoming more severe (NICE, 2022).
For people with mild to moderate depression, psychological therapies are usually the first treatment option. Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) is one of the most effective approaches, helping individuals recognise and change negative patterns of thinking and behaviour. Other therapies, including Interpersonal Therapy (IPT), Behavioural Activation and counselling, may also be offered depending on individual needs (NICE, 2022).
Antidepressant medication is commonly prescribed for people with moderate to severe depression. Selective Serotonin Reuptake Inhibitors (SSRIs), such as sertraline and fluoxetine, increase the availability of serotonin in the brain, helping to improve mood. Medication is often most effective when combined with psychological therapy (NHS England, 2023).
Lifestyle changes also play an important role in controlling depression. Regular physical activity, a balanced diet, adequate sleep and reducing alcohol or drug use can improve both physical and mental wellbeing. Maintaining supportive relationships and learning stress management techniques further reduce the likelihood of relapse (WHO, 2023).
Public health campaigns encourage people to seek help early while reducing the stigma associated with mental illness. Schools and workplaces increasingly promote mental wellbeing through awareness programmes, employee support services and mental health education. Crisis services, including NHS mental health teams and suicide prevention helplines, provide urgent support for individuals at immediate risk (Mental Health Foundation, 2023; NHS England, 2023).
Consequences of Depression on Individuals and the Community
Depression has significant consequences for individuals, families, healthcare services and society. It affects emotional wellbeing, physical health, social relationships and economic productivity, making it a major public health concern (WHO, 2023).
Physically, depression may cause fatigue, poor sleep, changes in appetite and chronic pain. It is also associated with an increased risk of long-term conditions such as cardiovascular disease, diabetes and obesity (WHO, 2023). Emotionally, individuals often experience persistent sadness, anxiety, low self-esteem and feelings of hopelessness. In severe cases, depression may lead to self-harm or suicidal thoughts, highlighting the importance of timely intervention (NICE, 2022).
Depression can also affect family relationships. People living with depression may withdraw from social activities, become emotionally distant or struggle to communicate, placing additional pressure on partners, children and friends (Mental Health Foundation, 2023). Young people may experience reduced concentration and poor educational attainment, while adults often face reduced productivity, increased sickness absence and unemployment (Mind, 2023).
The wider economic impact is considerable. Depression increases demand for healthcare services while contributing to lost productivity, welfare costs and reduced employment. In addition, many individuals experience stigma and discrimination, preventing them from seeking support and increasing feelings of isolation. Addressing these social barriers is essential to improving recovery and promoting inclusion within communities (OECD, 2021; Mental Health Foundation, 2023).

Health and Social Care Support Services
Effective management of depression requires a coordinated approach involving healthcare professionals, social care providers, voluntary organisations and family support (NICE, 2022). These services work together to improve recovery, promote independence and enhance quality of life.
General Practitioners (GPs) are usually the first healthcare professionals people contact. They assess symptoms, diagnose depression, prescribe medication when appropriate and refer individuals to specialist mental health services (NICE, 2022). Many patients are also referred to NHS Talking Therapies, which provide evidence-based treatments such as Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT), counselling and guided self-help programmes for people with mild to moderate depression (NHS England, 2023).
People with more severe or complex needs may receive support from Community Mental Health Teams (CMHTs). These multidisciplinary teams include psychiatrists, psychologists, mental health nurses, occupational therapists and social workers who provide assessment, treatment and ongoing care (NHS England, 2023). Individuals experiencing a mental health crisis can access Crisis Resolution and Home Treatment Teams or emergency mental health services for immediate support.
Social care services also contribute by providing practical assistance, housing support, financial advice and access to community resources that address the wider social factors affecting mental health (Department of Health and Social Care, 2022). In addition, voluntary organisations such as Mind, Rethink Mental Illness, Samaritans and Mental Health UK offer emotional support, information, peer groups and crisis services that complement NHS care (Mind, 2023). Family members and carers also play an important role by encouraging treatment, offering emotional support and helping individuals manage daily challenges during recovery.
Conclusion
Depression is a widespread mental health condition that has a significant impact on individuals, families and society. It affects emotional, physical and social wellbeing and places considerable pressure on healthcare services and the economy. Effective measurement and monitoring through validated assessment tools and national surveillance systems support early diagnosis and appropriate treatment. Depression can be successfully managed through psychological therapies, medication, healthy lifestyle changes and public health initiatives that promote early intervention and reduce stigma. Health and social care services, together with voluntary organisations and family support, play a vital role in improving recovery and quality of life. Continued investment in prevention, early intervention and accessible mental health services is essential to reduce the burden of depression and improve public health outcomes.
Recommendations
· Increase public awareness and early intervention programmes to reduce stigma and encourage people to seek support before symptoms become severe.
· Continue investing in integrated mental health services, ensuring that healthcare professionals, social care providers and voluntary organisations work together to provide timely, person-centred care.
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