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                                      Depression 
1. Introduction

Depression is a very common mental health problem that can affect anyone, no matter their age, where they live or what their life is like. Doctors describe it as an affective disorder, which means it changes how a person feels and thinks. The main signs are feeling low most of the time, losing interest in things you usually enjoy, having less energy and struggling to find motivation. These feelings last for at least two weeks and make it hard to go about normal daily life World Health Organization (WHO, 2023). It is not the same as just feeling sad after something bad happens – those feelings usually pass, but depression stays and gets in the way of living well.

There is no single cause, and experts say it comes from a mix of biological, psychological and social reasons. One well-known explanation is the serotonin hypothesis: it suggests that lower levels of the chemical serotonin in the brain are linked to depression. However, we now know this is only part of the picture, and things like genes, difficult life events or ongoing stress also play a big part (Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2022).

Common signs include feeling hopeless or empty, getting irritated easily, feeling tired all the time, finding it hard to focus or make decisions, sleeping much more or much less than usual, eating more or losing your appetite, having aches and pains with no clear physical cause, and sometimes having upsetting thoughts about death or harming yourself National Health Service (NHS, 2024). Not everyone will have all these symptoms, and they can be mild or very severe.

Depression is a huge public health concern both here in the UK and across the world. The WHO (2023) estimates that around 280 million people globally live with depression – that is roughly 3.8% of the world’s population. In the UK, about 1 in 6 adults have depression symptoms in any given week, and this number goes up to 1 in 4 for people aged 16 to 24 (NHS Digital, 2024). Rates went up sharply after the COVID-19 pandemic, rising by 25% worldwide between 2020 and 2023, because of things like being isolated, worrying about money and feeling under pressure (WHO, 2023). In England alone, more than 8 million people have a long-term mental health condition, and depression is the one diagnosed most often Office for Health Improvement and Disparities (OHID, 2025). These numbers show that this is not just something that affects individuals – it is a widespread issue that needs proper support and action from public health services.

2. Main Body
2.1 Measuring and Monitoring Depression in Communities

Health teams and public health organisations use different ways to count how many people have depression, keep track of changes over time and see which groups need extra help. This data is important to make sure services are planned properly and money is spent where it is needed most.

On a national level, large surveys are the main way to get an overall picture. In the UK, the Adult Psychiatric Morbidity Survey (APMS) is carried out every seven years: it asks thousands of people living in their homes about their mental health, using standard questions to spot depression and other conditions. The most widely used tools are the Patient Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9) and GAD-7 – these are short checklists that ask about symptoms over the last two weeks and give a score to show if someone has depression, and whether it is mild, moderate or severe. Doctors and nurses use them in GP appointments, and researchers use them in studies too National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE, 2022).

Doctors also keep record of people they diagnose, and this information is put together to show trends across the country. We can also learn a lot from looking at how many people are referred to mental health services, how many prescriptions for antidepressants are given out, and how many people go to hospital because of their mental health (NHS Digital, 2024). Along with numbers, it is also important to listen to people’s experiences to understand why some groups might not ask for help – for example because of stigma, language barriers or not knowing what support is available.

By keeping a close watch on these trends, public health teams can see that people living in poorer areas, those with other long-term illnesses or young adults are more likely to be affected. This helps them create better plans and make sure everyone gets fair access to care (OHID, 2025).

2.2 Controlling and Managing Depression

There is no one “cure” for depression, but there are lots of effective ways to manage it, help people recover and stop it coming back. All the guidance in the UK comes from NICE, which makes sure treatments are based on good evidence and chosen to suit each person’s needs (NICE, 2022).

For mild depression, support usually starts with things like talking through how you feel, guided self-help, or regular exercise – these can make a big difference without needing medication. If depression is moderate or severe, people are usually offered talking therapies alongside medication if it will help. Cognitive Behavioural Therapy, or CBT, is the most common type: it helps people notice negative thought patterns and find better ways to cope. Doctors often prescribe SSRIs – these are medicines that help keep more serotonin available in the brain, which ties in with the serotonin hypothesis. Most experts agree that medication works best when used together with other kinds of support, rather than on its own (Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2022). In more serious cases, people may get extra support from specialist mental health teams.

Stopping depression from starting in the first place is also a key part of control. This means teaching people about mental health, working to remove the shame around talking about it, and tackling the things that make people more likely to get unwell – like poverty, bad housing, loneliness or lack of work (Marmot, 2020). Schools and workplaces also have a role to play in helping people build skills to handle stress and look after their wellbeing. Once someone is getting help, regular check-ins make sure the support is working and catch any problems early.

2.3 Consequences of Depression for Individuals and Communities
Depression affects much more than just how someone feels. It can have a big impact on their physical health, their relationships and their whole life. People living with depression are more likely to develop long-term physical health problems like heart disease, diabetes or ongoing pain, and even have a higher risk of dying younger (NICE, 2022). This can happen because low mood makes it harder to look after yourself, take medicine or go to appointments, and because ongoing stress changes how the body works overtime. Many people find it hard to keep up with their studies or work, which can lead to money worries and feeling like they have lost their independence. They may start to see friends and family less, which makes feelings of loneliness even worse.

For the wider community and the country, depression puts a lot of pressure on health and social care services. It leads to more visits to the doctor; more hospital stays and higher demand for mental health support. The government estimates that poor mental health – with depression as one of the biggest causes – costs the UK economy over £100 billion every year, because of people being off work, lower productivity and benefit payments (Department of Health and Social Care [DHSC], 2023). There are also clear differences between groups: people in the most deprived parts of England are twice as likely to have depression as those living in better-off areas, meaning the illness both comes from and deepens inequality (OHID, 2025). In the most serious cases, depression can lead to self-harm or suicide, which has a terrible and lasting effect on families and everyone around the person.

2.4 Health and Social Care Support Services

There is a whole network of different services in place across the UK to help people who are affected by depression. The first place most people go for help is their GP. GPs can make a diagnosis, give advice, prescribe medication if needed, and send people on to other services that can help (NHS, 2024). One of the main services people are referred to is Improving Access to Psychological Therapies, or IAPT – these teams offer free talking sessions in the community, and they are designed to be easy to get to.
If someone has more complex or serious needs, they will get support from specialist mental health staff, such as psychiatrists, community mental health nurses or occupational therapists. They work together to make a plan that fits the person’s life and needs, covering everything from therapy to help with daily tasks. Social care also has a big part to play social workers can help if someone is struggling with housing, money or safeguarding issues, and care workers can help people keep up with their routine, get out and about, or get to appointments if they find it hard to manage on their own.

Charities and community groups are also very important. Organisations like Mind or Samaritans run helplines, support groups and befriending services that many people find less scary or easier to reach than formal health services. Schools, colleges and employers also have a responsibility to spot signs early and point people towards help. All these services need to talk to each other and work together to make sure support is joined up and person-centred (DHSC, 2023).
3. Conclusion

Depression is one of the most common and serious public health challenges we face today, affecting millions of people across the UK and all over the world. It is defined by ongoing low mood and other symptoms that stop people living their lives as they would like, and numbers have risen especially since the pandemic. We use standard tools and large surveys to track how common it is, who is most at risk and how services are working. Support includes talking therapies, medication, practical help and efforts to prevent illness by tackling the root causes. Depression has far-reaching effects on people’s health, their place in society and the wider economy, and fair access to care is still a major issue. A wide range of health and social care professionals and organisations work together to provide the help people need, but we still need to do more to make sure everyone gets the right support, early on, and that we build a society that protects mental health for all.
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