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Doctors in New York City have be-
gun to use a simple questionnaire to
determine if a patient is at visk for
depression, a practice that health of-
ficials hope will become a routine
part of primary care, much like a
blooad pressure test or chalesteral
reading.

The new program is the first to
\ carry out dCDI’QﬁSlD“ screening n SINE
a svored test on a wide scale. [t
comes amid a spirited national de-
hate among psychiatrists, policy
makers and patient-advocacy groups
on the wisdom of screening for men-
tal disarders, especially in children

I 2003, an expert panel convened
by President Bush recommended ex-
panding mental health screening,
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Value of Wlde Tcsllng
for Mental Disorders
Is Issue of Debate

wress huduet
supporting money fnr stato pilot pm»
grams for tins . Several states,
including. populous S‘l.’\l\": like Flor-
ida and Hiinois, have begun to inves-
tigate large-scale screening plans,
and scares of schools and other youth
centers throughuut the country have
used instruments (o test youngsters
for suicide risk

But some politicians and  advo-
cales for patients.argue that testing
people broadly for mental conditions
is an invitation to overdiagnosis, un-
necessary treatment and lifelong
stigmatization.

In New York, no federal money is
being used for the program, which is
under way in hospitals run by the
city. The test, which is being given to

adults only, derives a depression
score from the answers to nine ques-
tions. It is not meant to yield a for-
mal diagnosis, but a high score would
lead a doctor to recommend a more
thorough clinical screening.

The test includes questions about
maood and behavior,

For instance, patients are asked il
over the past two weeks they have
felt “down, depressed or hopeless.”
They can answer by checking one of
four categories: not at all, several
days, more than haif the days or
nearly every.day. Dr. Lloyd 1. Se-
derer, who heads the mental health
division of the Department of Health
and Mental Hygiene, which is leading
the New York effort, said he hoped
the screening would set an example
for other doctors in New York and
around the country.

“It is our hope to have this become
a standard pracllcc Dr. Sederer
said.

Health officials in New York City
are working with the Health and Hos-
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pitals  Carparation  tg put  their

about overmedicating  schoolchil-
dren. The plan was rejected.

“We already have a tremendous
number of kids being, pat one drugs
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Critics fear testing for
mental disorders will
lead to overdiagnoscs.

disorders never pel he I i tha
hephtened vigilance would por only
allow doctors to bead aff niech worae
menial problems ater, bt wonid
Mso reduce e tremendous costs of
mtreated ilhess
Sirveys have Tomd that about 16
pereent of Americans .~ or as many
as AR onllion peophe - saffer from
N Al some point. And by
timates, depression costs the
nation $14 hittion ayear inost work
and disability — more than smy other
tHuess_including heatd diseane
But opponents say it depression
1ot abeays coasy for primamy care
doctors v ecopnize, even in peaple
who seek help, and they arpue that
sereening store of any kil eonled
neediessly conbise on worty partiengs
“When ynu lahel prople as having,
amental problem, sucho lahe] st
with them for (e entire fve
whether or not it's aceurate,” said
< Vera Hassuer Sharav, president of
e Alliance for Human Research
Protechion, a patient-advoca y Eroup
that hias heen campaigning 1o bk
sereening for mentd heaithy
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il soreenmp tests will abin .
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nchudimg antidepressants ke Zalolt
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sl adolescents bas recemtly come
vder seoutmy hy repulatims,
epresentative Ron Paal, o Texas
Repubhican and o pyiecologst, intro-
dueed anamendment Bst fall to
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score worked in recognizing depres-
sion, they would be min e open o us-
ing similar measures for other areas
of mental heaith

Stll, he acknowledged that “no-
budy Tikes 1o be measured™ and saul
Hat there had been some resistance
from doctors who worried that this
would take away from already lim-
ited time with patients and adi 1o
their workload. The science behing
SCreening is mixed. In studies of pa-
fients who belong to health mainte-
nance orgmuzations in o California
and Washington, researchers have
found that sc reening, when combined
with programs that conrdinate freat-
ment, does help iany adulis wha are
stiuppling with depy ion and who
wonld otherwise receive littte or no
care,

Batin May, the Preventive Serv-
wes Task Farce, a federat panel of
experis i advises doctors and the
rovernment on sereening puidelines,
comchided that there was not enough
evidence to recommend a simitar
kind of screening for snicitde risk.
The cantroversy is not likely 10 be
settied soon

“Fhave beea getting a ot of atten-
o on this, and it rans across the po-
itieal spectrum, from civil libertar-
ians on the Jeft te Christians on the
vight" Represemtative Paal said. “|
think the idea of sereening people, of
askiog these kinds of questions, 1ibs
people the wrong way, and parlicu:
fartv whenivs sheir childeen ™

Officrls in New Yok, however,
defend their initintive,

“Depression is a leading, illness in
New Yaork City, bt it can be offec-
tively treated,” sind Dr. Thomas R
Foeden, the city's ealth commis-
SIoner “Our surveys show that there
are an estimated 400,000 New York-
orswith depression, many have ol
been acenvately dingnosed or effec-
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