MaineHealth Learning Community

Practice Improvement Series

Tools of the Trade: Depression

“Learn the Lingo”

Most Commonly Used Terms

1.  PHQ -9 – Patient Health Questionnaire.  A nine-question patient self-report of symptoms of depression over the past 2 weeks.  Validated for diagnosis and management.

2.  Depression Screening – The first 2 questions on the PHQ-9 (sometimes called the PHQ-2) are validated as a screening tool.  Ninety-six percent of people with depression will answer 2 or 3 (more than half the days or nearly every day) on one of the first 2 questions on the PHQ-9.  This is considered a positive screen for depression.

3.  Symptom Level - The score on the PHQ-9 correlates to a depression symptom level. 0-4 = no depression; 5-9 minimal depression; 10-14 = mild depression; 15-19 = moderate depression; 20-27 = severe depression.

4. Active Treatment – for depression is considered medication, psychotherapy or both. 
5.  Watchful Waiting – It is estimated that one-third of people with mild symptoms of depression will recover without treatment.  Watchful waiting means the PCP is seeing the patient about once a month and monitoring their PHQ-9 score, but not starting active treatment.  Self-care activities such as exercise or relaxation are usually a component of watchful waiting. 

6. Self-Care Action Plan – A patient self-management plan with a goal and action steps to reach that goal. Activities such as exercise, relaxation and socialization have been shown to help with symptoms of depression.

7. Treatment Response - The drop in PHQ-9 score when the questionnaire is used monthly indicates the treatment response.  Drop 5 or more points each month = good response; drop of 2-4 points each month = fair response; drop of 1 point, no change or increase each month = poor response.    

8. Clinically Significant Improvement – When the PHQ-9 score has dropped to one-half the initial score, it is considered a clinically significant improvement.

9.  Remission – When the PHQ-9 score has dropped to less than 5, the patient is in remission for depression.

