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Depression is one of the most prevalent
and treatable mental disorders present-
ing in general medical as well as special-

ty settings. There are a number of case-finding
instruments for detecting depression in primary
care, ranging from 2 to 28 items.1,2 Typically these
can be scored as continuous measures of depres-
sion severity and also have established cutpoints
above which the probability of major depression
is substantially increased. Scores on these vari-
ous measures tend to be highly correlated3, with
little evidence that one measure is superior to
any other.1,2,4

PHQ AND PHQ-9
The primary care evaluation of mental disor-

ders (PRIME-MD®) is a novel instrument devel-
oped a decade ago to assist primary care clini-
cians in making criteria-based diagnoses of five
types of DSM-IV disorders commonly encoun-
tered in medical patients: mood, anxiety, somato-
form, alcohol, and eating.5,6 The patient health
questionnaire (PHQ) is a 3-page self-adminis-
tered version of the PRIME-MD® that has been

well validated in two large studies involving
3,000 patients in 8 primary care clinics and 3,000
patients in 7 obstetrics–gynecology clinics.7,8

Because it is entirely self-administered and has
diagnostic validity comparable to the clinician-
administered PRIME-MD®, the PHQ is now the
most commonly used version in both clinical and
research settings.

At 9 items, the PHQ depression scale (which
we call the PHQ-9) is half the length of many
other depression measures, has comparable sen-
sitivity and specificity, and consists of the actual
nine criteria on which the diagnosis of DSM-IV
depressive disorders is based.9 The latter feature
distinguishes the PHQ-9 from other two-step
depression measures for which, when scores are
high, additional questions must be asked to
establish DSM-IV depressive diagnoses. The
PHQ-9 is thus a dual-purpose instrument that,
with the same nine items, can establish provi-
sional depressive disorder diagnoses as well as
grade depressive symptom severity.

An item was also added to the end of the diag-
nostic portion of the PHQ-9 asking patients who
checked off any problems on the questionnaire:
“How difficult have these problems made it for
you to do your work, take care of things at home,
or get along with other people?” This single item
is an excellent global rating of functional impair-
ment and has been shown to correlate strongly
with a number of quality of life, functional sta-
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Severity Measure for Depression—Adult* 

*Adapted from the Patient Health Questionnaire–9 (PHQ-9) 

 
Name:____________________________________   Age: ______    Sex:  Male      Female     Date:_________________ 
 

 
Instructions: Over the last 7 days, how often have you been bothered by any of the following problems? (Use “” to indicate 
your answer)  

 Clinician 
Use 

 Item 
score 

  

Not at all 
Several 

days 

More 
than half 
the days 

Nearly 
every 
day 

 

1. Little interest or pleasure in doing things 0 1 2 3  

2. Feeling down, depressed, or hopeless 0 1 2 3  

3. Trouble falling or staying asleep, or sleeping too much 0 1 2 3  

4. Feeling tired or having little energy 0 1 2 3  

5. Poor appetite or overeating 0 1 2 3  

6. 
Feeling bad about yourself—or that you are a failure or 
have let yourself or your family down 

0 1 2 3  

7. 
Trouble concentrating on things, such as reading the 
newspaper or watching television 

0 1 2 3  

8. 
Moving or speaking so slowly that other people could have 
noticed?   Or the opposite—being so fidgety or restless 
that you have been moving around a lot more than usual 

0 1 2 3  

9. 
Thoughts that you would be better off dead or of hurting 
yourself in some way 

0 1 2 3  

Total/Partial Raw Score:  

Prorated Total Raw Score: (if 1-2 items left unanswered)  
Adapted from Patient Health Questionnaire—9 (PHQ-9) for research and evaluation purposes. 
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Instructions to Clinicians 
The Severity Measure for Depression—Adult (adapted from the Patient Health Questionnaire–9 [PHQ-9]) is a self-
rated 9-item measure that assesses the severity of depressive symptoms in individuals age 18 and older. The 
measure is completed by the individual prior to a visit with the clinician. Each item asks the individual to rate the 
severity of his/her depression during the last 7 days. 
 
Scoring and Interpretation 
Each item on the measure is rated on a 4-point scale (0=Not at all; 1=Several days; 2=More than half the days; and 
3=Nearly every day). The total score can range from 0 to 27, with higher scores indicating greater severity of 
depression. The clinician is asked to review the score of each item on the measure during the clinical interview 
and indicate the raw score for each item in the section provided for “Clinician Use.” The raw scores on the 9 items 
should be summed to obtain a total raw score and should be interpreted using the Interpretation Table for the 
PHQ-9 below: 
 

Interpretation Table for the PHQ-9 

Levels of depressive symptoms severity  PHQ-9 Score  

None 0-4  
Mild depression 5-9  
Moderate depression 10-14  
Moderately severe depression 
Severe depression 

15-19 
20-27 

 
Note: If 3 or more items are left unanswered, the total score on the measure should not be calculated. Therefore, 
the individual should be encouraged to complete all of the items on the measure.  If 1 or 2 items are left 
unanswered, you are asked to calculate a prorated score.  The prorated score is calculated by summing the scores 
of the items that were answered to get a partial raw score.  Multiply the partial raw score by the total number of 
items on the PHQ-9 (i.e., 9) and divide the value by the number of items that were actually answered (i.e., 7 or 8). 
The formula to prorate the partial raw score to Total Raw Score is: 
 

____________(Raw sum x 9)______________ 
Number of items that were actually answered 

 
If the result is a fraction, round to the nearest whole number. 
 

Frequency of Use 
To track changes in the severity of the individual’s depression over time, the measure may be completed at 
regular intervals as clinically indicated, depending on the stability of the individual’s symptoms and treatment 
status. Consistently high scores on a particular domain may indicate significant and problematic areas for the 
individual that might warrant further assessment, treatment, and follow-up. Your clinical judgment should guide 
your decision. 
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