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Introduction

Depression is one of the most common mental health problems in the world. It is more than just feeling sad for a few days. A person with depression may feel sad, hopeless, tired, or lose interest in activities they normally enjoy. Depression can also affect sleeping, eating, working, studying, and relationships with other people. It can affect people of any age, including children, adults, and older people. According to the World Health Organization (2023), around 280 million people around the world live with depression, making it one of the main causes of disability. In the United Kingdom, depression is also a major public health problem because many people need treatment and support from the NHS. (World Health Organization, 2023; NHS England, 2025)

The purpose of this report is to explain how depression is measured and monitored in the UK. It will also explain the main causes of depression, discuss how depression affects people, families, workplaces, and communities, and describe how it creates pressure on the NHS and the UK economy. Finally, the report will explain the health and social care services available to support people living with depression. (NHS England, 2025)

Measurement and Monitoring of Depression in the UK

Depression cannot be diagnosed with a blood test or an X-ray. Doctors and mental health professionals diagnose depression by asking patients questions about their feelings, behaviour, and daily life. One of the most common tools used in the UK is the Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-9). This questionnaire has nine questions and helps doctors understand how serious a person’s depression is. The score can show whether the depression is mild, moderate, or severe. The questionnaire is also used during treatment to see if the person’s mental health is improving. (NICE, 2022)

Doctors also use interviews and national clinical guidelines to diagnose depression. They ask about symptoms such as low mood, loss of interest in activities, changes in sleep, appetite, and energy levels. They also check how long these symptoms have lasted and how they affect daily life. This helps doctors decide the best treatment for each person. (NHS England, 2025)

Depression is also monitored across the UK by different organisations. NHS Digital records the number of people receiving mental health treatment, referrals to NHS Talking Therapies, and antidepressant prescriptions. The Office for National Statistics (ONS) carries out surveys to measure depression and anxiety in different age groups and communities. The UK Health Security Agency (UKHSA) and local public health teams also collect information to understand mental health trends and identify areas where more support is needed. This information helps the government improve mental health services and plan future healthcare. (Office for National Statistics, 2023; NHS England, 2025)

Causes of Depression

Depression does not have one single cause. It usually develops because of a combination of biological, psychological, and social factors. Different people may experience depression for different reasons, and many factors can happen at the same time. (World Health Organization, 2023)

Biological Causes

Some people are more likely to develop depression because of their genes. If a close family member has depression, there is a higher chance that another family member may also experience it. Changes in brain chemicals such as serotonin, dopamine, and noradrenaline can also affect mood. In addition, people with long-term illnesses such as diabetes, heart disease, cancer, or chronic pain may have a greater risk of developing depression. (NICE, 2022)

Psychological Causes

Psychological factors can also increase the risk of depression. People with low self-confidence, negative thinking, or poor coping skills may find it harder to deal with difficult situations. Stressful life events such as losing a loved one, divorce, abuse, bullying, or childhood trauma can also lead to depression. Some people develop depression after experiencing many stressful events over a long period of time. (Mind, 2023)

Social and Environmental Causes

The environment where people live also affects their mental health. Problems such as unemployment, money worries, poor housing, loneliness, relationship problems, and discrimination can increase the risk of depression. During the COVID-19 pandemic, many people experienced isolation, financial problems, and uncertainty, which caused depression rates to increase. These social problems show that mental health is closely linked with people’s living conditions and support systems. (World Health Organization, 2023; Office for National Statistics, 2023)

Depression and Its Impact on the Community

Health Impacts

Depression has a serious effect on both mental and physical health. People with depression may struggle to complete daily activities, care for themselves, or enjoy life. They are also more likely to develop physical health problems such as heart disease, diabetes, obesity, and a weak immune system. In severe cases, depression can lead to self-harm or suicide. Early diagnosis and treatment are important because they improve recovery and reduce serious health problems. (World Health Organization, 2023)

Effects on Families

Depression affects not only the person who has the illness but also their family members. A person with depression may avoid talking to family and friends, spend more time alone, and lose interest in family activities. This can create stress, arguments, and emotional problems within the family. Children living with a parent who has untreated depression may also experience anxiety, sadness, or behaviour problems. Family members often become carers, which can affect their own physical and mental health. (Mind, 2023)

Effects on Workplaces

Depression also affects workplaces. Many people with depression take time off work because they are too unwell to do their jobs. This is called absenteeism. Some people continue working even though they feel unwell, but they may find it difficult to concentrate or complete their work properly. This is called presenteeism. Both absenteeism and presenteeism reduce productivity and increase costs for employers. Employers may also spend more money recruiting and training new staff if employees leave their jobs because of poor mental health. (Centre for Mental Health, 2024)

Economic Impact

Depression has a large economic impact on society. The government spends a lot of money providing healthcare, mental health services, and social support for people with depression. At the same time, businesses lose money because of reduced productivity and sickness absence. Some people are unable to work and may need financial support through welfare benefits. These costs affect both the economy and public services every year. (Centre for Mental Health, 2024)

NHS and Public Budget Pressures

Depression places increasing pressure on the NHS. More people are visiting GPs for mental health problems, receiving antidepressant medication, and being referred to NHS Talking Therapies. Since the COVID-19 pandemic, the number of people needing mental health support has increased. As a result, the NHS has spent more money on mental health services than in previous years. Although the government has increased funding, many services still have long waiting lists because demand is higher than available staff and resources. This creates extra pressure on the NHS budget and public healthcare services. (NHS England, 2025; Office for National Statistics, 2023)

Overall, depression affects individuals, families, workplaces, healthcare services, and the whole community. It has social, health, and economic consequences, which is why preventing depression and providing early treatment are important public health priorities in the UK. (World Health Organization, 2023)
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