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Depression: A Public Health Issue
Introduction
Depression is a common mental health condition that causes ongoing feelings of sadness, low mood, and loss of interest in activities that a person usually enjoys. Unlike normal feelings of sadness, depression can continue for weeks, months, or even years and can affect a person's daily life, relationships, education, and work (World Health Organization, 2025). It is a serious illness that can affect people of all ages and backgrounds.
Common signs and symptoms of depression include feeling sad most of the time, hopelessness, tiredness, difficulty concentrating, changes in eating habits, sleeping problems, low self-confidence, feelings of guilt, and thoughts of self-harm or suicide in severe cases (NHS, 2026).
People living with depression need different health and social care services in the community. These include support from GPs, counsellors, psychologists, community mental health teams, support groups, social workers, crisis services, and housing or employment support where necessary.


Different Approaches Used to Measure and Monitor Depression
To manage depression successfully, healthcare professionals must first identify, assess, and monitor the condition. Different methods are used to understand how serious the illness is, track changes in symptoms, and check whether treatment is working.
Clinical Assessment
A clinical assessment is one of the main ways depressions is diagnosed. During this process, healthcare professionals talk to the individual about their emotions, behaviour, physical health, family history, and social situation. They compare the person's symptoms with recognised diagnostic guidelines, such as the International Classification of Diseases (ICD-11) and the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) (NICE, 2022).
These assessments help healthcare professionals understand factors that may contribute to depression, including stress, bereavement, relationship problems, long-term illnesses, traumatic experiences, and substance misuse. Looking at all these factors helps professionals develop suitable care plans for each individual.
Standardised Questionnaires
Healthcare professionals also use questionnaires to measure the severity of depression. One of the most common tools is the Patient Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9). This questionnaire contains nine questions that ask about symptoms experienced during the previous two weeks (Patient.info, 2025).
The total score helps professionals decide whether depression is mild, moderate, or severe. The questionnaire can be completed regularly to monitor whether symptoms are improving or becoming worse during treatment (Patient.info, 2025).
Other assessment tools include, Beck Depression Inventory (BDI), Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS), Hamilton Depression Rating Scale (HAM-D), Montgomery-Åsberg Depression Rating Scale (MADRS)
These tools provide consistent information and support healthcare professionals in making treatment decisions.
Monitoring in Primary Care
General practitioners (GPs) play an important role in monitoring people with depression. Patients usually attend follow-up appointments where healthcare professionals review symptoms, discuss treatment progress, assess medication side effects, and evaluate overall wellbeing. Questionnaires such as the PHQ-9 may be completed repeatedly to check improvement (NICE, 2022).
These regular reviews help healthcare professionals decide if treatment should continue, be changed, or be combined with other interventions such as counselling or referral to specialist mental health services.
Community and Population Monitoring
Public health organisations also monitor depression within the wider population through surveys and national studies. In the UK, NHS Digital and the Office for National Statistics (ONS) collect information about mental health conditions, service use, and treatment outcomes.
The information gathered helps identify groups with higher risks of depression and assists governments in planning health services and directing resources where they are needed most (House of Commons Library, 2024).
Globally, the World Health Organization collects information about depression rates to help countries understand the impact of the condition and improve mental health services worldwide.

How Depression is Controlled
Although depression cannot always be prevented, several methods can help control symptoms, reduce the effects of the illness, and improve recovery.
Psychological Therapies
Psychological therapies are often used as a first treatment option. Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) is one of the most common approaches. CBT helps people identify negative thoughts and behaviours and replace them with more positive and helpful ways of thinking. Other therapies include, Interpersonal Therapy (IPT), Behavioural Activation, Counselling, Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT). (NICE, 2022)
These treatments help individuals manage emotions, solve problems, improve relationships, and build coping skills.
Medication
Antidepressants are commonly used to treat moderate and severe depression. Selective Serotonin Reuptake Inhibitors (SSRIs), such as fluoxetine and sertraline, are among the most frequently prescribed medicines because they are effective and usually have fewer side effects than older medications (NICE, 2022).
Medication can help improve mood, increase energy levels, reduce anxiety, and improve sleep. Healthcare professionals monitor patients regularly to make sure the medication is working safely and effectively.
Community Support Services
Community services provide valuable support for individuals living with depression. Mental health charities, peer support groups, community mental health teams, and social prescribing programmes can all help people manage their condition.
These services reduce loneliness, encourage social interaction, and improve quality of life. Organisations such as Mind and NHS community services offer practical guidance and emotional support to help people recover and remain independent.



Healthy Lifestyle Changes
Making healthy lifestyle choices can help control depression symptoms. Regular exercise, balanced nutrition, good sleep habits, avoiding excess alcohol, and finding effective ways to manage stress can all improve mental wellbeing.
The World Health Organization states that healthy lifestyles and prevention programmes can reduce the risk of depression and support long-term recovery (WHO, 2025).
Early Intervention and Public Health Strategies
Early diagnosis and treatment are important in controlling depression. Public awareness campaigns encourage people to recognise symptoms and seek help sooner. Reducing stigma surrounding mental health can also make individuals more willing to access support services.
Early treatment often leads to better outcomes and can prevent symptoms from becoming more severe or long-lasting.

Consequences of Depression on People in the Community
Depression affects not only individuals but also families, workplaces, healthcare systems, and the wider community.
Effects on Physical Health
Depression can cause physical as well as emotional symptoms. People may experience tiredness, sleep problems, headaches, body pain, reduced energy, and digestive issues. Depression has also been linked to long-term illnesses such as heart disease, diabetes, and respiratory conditions (WHO, 2025).
Poor mental health may reduce a person's motivation to exercise, eat healthily, take medication, and attend healthcare appointments.
Social Isolation
Many people with depression withdraw from social activities and relationships. Low self-esteem, anxiety, and feelings of hopelessness may make social interaction difficult. As a result, friendships and family relationships can become strained.
Social isolation can make depression worse and may slow recovery. Family members can also experience stress and emotional difficulties while providing support.
Effects on Education and Employment
Depression can affect performance at school, college, and work. Symptoms such as tiredness, poor concentration, lack of motivation, and difficulty making decisions can reduce productivity and attendance.
Some people may struggle to maintain employment or complete their education due to severe symptoms. According to the World Health Organization, depression and anxiety lead to billions of lost working days each year, creating major economic costs worldwide.
Risk of Self-Harm and Suicide
Depression increases the risk of self-harm and suicide, particularly when symptoms are severe. Individuals may experience hopelessness, low self-worth, and thoughts about ending their lives (WHO, 2025; NHS, 2026).
For this reason, suicide prevention is an important part of depression treatment and requires support from healthcare professionals, families, and community organisations.
Economic Impact
Depression creates significant costs for individuals and society. These include healthcare expenses, loss of income, reduced workplace productivity, and increased use of social services.
Healthcare systems must invest resources into treatment, community support, crisis intervention, and long-term care. As a result, depression remains both a major health concern and an important social and economic issue.

Conclusion
Depression is a serious mental health condition that affects millions of people around the world. It has a major impact on emotional wellbeing, physical health, social relationships, education, and employment. Healthcare professionals use clinical assessments, questionnaires, and public health data to measure and monitor the condition. Depression can be managed through psychological therapies, medication, community support services, healthy lifestyle choices, and early intervention programmes.
The scale of depression highlights its importance as a public health issue. The World Health Organization estimates that around 332 million people worldwide live with depression, representing approximately 4% of the global population and 5.7% of adults (WHO, 2025).
In the United Kingdom, depression is also highly common. Recent evidence shows that about 18% of adults in Great Britain experience moderate to severe depressive symptoms, while previous surveys found that around one in six adults experience common mental health problems, including depression and anxiety (House of Commons Library, 2024).
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