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Depression: Measuring, Monitoring and 

Supporting Individuals in the Community 

Introduction: 

Depression is a common mental health condition that affects how a person thinks, 

feels and behaves. It is more than feeling sad or low in mood, as it can last for weeks, 

months or even longer and significantly impact daily life. Depression can affect 

relationships, work, education and a person’s ability to carry out everyday activities. It 

is considered one of the leading causes of disability worldwide. Common symptoms 

include persistent low mood, loss of interest in activities, tiredness, sleep problems, 

changes in appetite, poor concentration and feelings of worthlessness or guilt. 

Depression can affect anyone, but certain factors increase the risk such as stressful 

life events, trauma, genetics and long-term health conditions. 

Globally, depression affects over 280 million people, making it one of the most 

widespread mental health disorders. In the UK, around 1 in 6 adults experience 

symptoms of depression at any one time. This report will explore how depression is 

measured, monitored and managed within health and social care services, along with 

its impact on individuals, communities and the NHS. 



Approaches used to measure and monitor depression: 

Depression is measured and monitored using a combination of clinical tools, patient 

feedback and national data collection systems. In the UK, one of the most commonly 

used tool is the Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-9). This is a short questionnaire 

that asks individuals about their mood, sleep, energy levels, appetite and thoughts of 

self-harm. It helps healthcare professionals understand how severe the depression is 

and whether symptoms are improving over time. 

Another tool used is the Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS), which is 

often used in hospitals to identify anxiety and depression in patients who may also 

have physical health conditions. These tools are useful because they allow 

professionals to track changes in mental health and adjust treatment if needed.  

In addition to screening tools, depression is monitored through GP records and 

referrals to mental health services such as NHS Talking Therapies (formerly IAPT). 

GPs play an important role because they are often the first point of contact. They 

assess symptoms, rule out physical causes and decide whether a referral or 

treatment is needed. On a national level, the UK uses data from systems such as the 

NHS Digital Mental Health Services Dataset, which collects information about 

referrals, diagnoses, waiting times and treatment outcomes. This helps the NHS 

understand demand and whether services are meeting people’s needs. 

Large population surveys like the Adult Psychiatric Morbidity Survey (APMS) are 

also used to measure how common depression is across different groups of people. 

These surveys help identify trends, such as higher rates in young adults or people 

experiencing financial hardship.  

Monitoring depression is important because it helps ensure people receive the right 

treatment, reduces the risk of symptoms getting worse, and supports long-term 

management of the condition. It also helps healthcare services plan resources more 

effectively. 

 



Consequences of depression for individuals, community and NHS: 

Depression can have a serious impact on individuals. It can affect a person’s ability to 

function in everyday life, including basic activities such as getting out of bed, eating 

properly, washing, or going to work or college. Many people also experience social 

withdrawal, where they avoid friends and family, which can increase feelings of 

isolation. In more severe cases, individuals may experience self-harm or suicidal 

thoughts, which requires urgent support from healthcare services. Depression can 

also affect physical health, as it is linked with fatigue, sleep disruption and reduced 

immune function. 

For families and carers, depression can be emotionally difficult and sometimes 

stressful. Loved ones may not always understand the condition, which can lead to 

communication difficulties or strain in relationships. Children in families affected by 

depression may also be emotionally impacted if a parent or caregiver is struggling. 

In the wider community, depression can reduce workplace productivity due to 

sickness absence and reduced performance at work. This has an economic impact 

on employers and the wider economy. 

For the NHS, depression is one of the most common mental health conditions 

treated in primary care. It places pressure on GP services, mental health teams and 

crisis services. Many individuals require long-term support, which increases demand 

on already stretched services. It is also linked with higher use of emergency 

departments, especially during mental health crises.  

The economic cost of depression in the UK is significant due to healthcare costs and 

lost productivity. This shows why early intervention and effective treatment are so 

important. 

 



How depression is controlled and managed: 

Depression is managed using a combination of psychological, medical and social 

approaches. One of the main treatments is Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT), 

which helps individuals identify negative thinking patterns and replace them with 

more positive and realistic thoughts. CBT is widely used in NHS Talking Therapies 

and has been shown to be effective for mild to moderate depression. 

Medication is another common treatment option. Antidepressants, such as selective 

serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs), are often prescribed to help regulate mood. 

These are usually used alongside therapy rather than on their own.  

Lifestyle changes can also support recovery. This may include regular exercise, 

improved sleep routines, healthy eating and reducing alcohol intake. While these do 

not replace treatment, they can improve overall wellbeing. 

Early intervention is very important in controlling depression. If symptoms are 

identified early, treatment can begin sooner, which reduces the risk of the condition 

becoming more severe or long-term. Public health strategies also play a role. 

Awareness campaigns help reduce stigma around mental health, encouraging more 

people to seek help. Schools, workplaces and community organisations may also 

provide mental health education and support programmes. 

 

Health and social care support services: 

A wide range of services is available in the UK to support people with depression. 

The first point of contact is usually a GP, who can assess symptoms and refer 

individuals for treatment or prescribe medication. 

NHS Talking Therapies provides free psychological treatments such as CBT, 

counselling and guided self-help. These services are designed to support people 

with mild to moderate depression. 



For individuals with more severe or complex needs, Community Mental Health 

Teams (CMHTs) provide specialist support. These teams may include psychiatrists, 

mental health nurses, psychologists and social workers. 

Crisis support services are also available for people experiencing severe distress or 

suicidal thoughts. This includes NHS urgent mental health helplines, A&E services 

and crisis intervention teams. Charities such as Mind, Rethink Mental Illness, and 

Samaritans (116 123) offer emotional support, advice and 24/7 listening services. 

These organisations are important because they provide support outside of NHS 

services. 

Social care services may also be involved if depression affects daily functioning. This 

can include support with housing, benefits, employment or independent living. 

 

Conclusion: 

Depression is a serious and common mental health condition that affects millions of 

people in the UK and worldwide. It can significantly impact a person’s emotional 

wellbeing, physical health and ability to carry out daily activities. The condition also 

affects families, communities and places pressure on health services such as the 

NHS. 

Depression is measured and monitored using tools like PHQ-9 and HADS, as well as 

national data systems and surveys. These systems help healthcare professionals 

understand how common depression is and ensure that services are meeting patient 

needs. Although depression can be long-term and challenging, it can be effectively 

managed through therapies such as CBT, medication, lifestyle changes and social 

support. Early intervention and access to support services are essential for improving 

outcomes. Overall, a wide range of health and social care services exist in the UK to 

support individuals living with depression, but continued awareness and investment 

are important to reduce the impact of this condition. 
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