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Patient-centred care 

This guideline offers best practice advice on the care of children and young 

people with depression. 

Treatment and care should take into account the child’s or young person’s 

individual needs and preferences as well as the wishes of the parent(s) or 

carer(s). 

Children and young people with depression should have the opportunity to 

make informed decisions about their care and treatment, but this does depend 

on their age and capacity to make decisions. It is good practice for healthcare 

professionals to involve the young person’s parent(s) or carer(s) in the 

decision-making process. Where a child or young person is not old enough or 

does not have the capacity to make decisions, healthcare professionals 

should follow the Department of Health guidelines – Reference guide to 

consent for examination or treatment (2001) (available from www.dh.gov.uk). 

Good communication between healthcare professionals and children or young 

people and their parent(s) or carer(s) is essential. It should be supported by 

the provision of evidence-based information offered in a form that is tailored to 

the needs of the individual. The treatment, care and information provided 

should be culturally appropriate and in a form that is accessible to people who 

have additional needs, such as people with physical, cognitive or sensory 

disabilities, and people who do not speak or read English. 

Unless specifically excluded by the child or young person, parent(s) or 

carer(s) should have the opportunity to be involved in decisions about the 

child or young person’s care and treatment. 

The parent(s) and carer(s) should also be provided with the information and 

support they need. 
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Key priorities for implementation 

The following recommendations have been identified as priorities for 

implementation. 

Assessment and coordination of care 

• When assessing a child or young person with depression, healthcare 

professionals1 should routinely consider, and record in the patient’s notes, 

potential comorbidities, and the social, educational and family context for 

the patient and family members, including the quality of interpersonal 

relationships, both between the patient and other family members and with 

their friends and peers. 

Treatment considerations in all settings 

• Psychological therapies used in the treatment of children and young 

people should be provided by therapists who are also trained child and 

adolescent mental healthcare professionals. 

• Comorbid diagnoses and developmental, social and educational problems 

should be assessed and managed, either in sequence or in parallel, with 

the treatment for depression. Where appropriate this should be done 

through consultation and alliance with a wider network of education and 

social care. 

• Attention should be paid to the possible need for parents’ own psychiatric 

problems (particularly depression) to be treated in parallel, if the child or 

young person’s mental health is to improve. If such a need is identified, 

then a plan for obtaining such treatment should be made, bearing in mind 

the availability of adult mental health provision and other services. 

Step 1: Detection and risk profiling 

• Healthcare professionals in primary care, schools and other relevant 

community settings should be trained to detect symptoms of depression, 

and to assess children and young people who may be at risk of 

                                            
1 See page 63 for the glossary definition of healthcare professionals as used in this guideline. 
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depression. Training should include the evaluation of recent and past 

psychosocial risk factors, such as age, gender, family discord, bullying, 

physical, sexual or emotional abuse, comorbid disorders, including drug 

and alcohol use, and a history of parental depression; the natural history of 

single loss events; the importance of multiple risk factors; ethnic and 

cultural factors; and factors known to be associated with a high risk of 

depression and other health problems, such as homelessness, refugee 

status and living in institutional settings. 

• Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) tier 2 or 3 should 

work with health and social care professionals in primary care, schools and 

other relevant community settings to provide training and develop 

ethnically and culturally sensitive systems for detecting, assessing, 

supporting and referring children and young people who are either 

depressed or at significant risk of becoming depressed. 

Step 2: Recognition 

• Training opportunities should be made available to improve the accuracy 

of CAMHS professionals in diagnosing depressive conditions. The existing 

interviewer-based instruments (such as Kiddie-Sads [K-SADS] and Child 

and Adolescent Psychiatric Assessment [CAPA]) could be used for this 

purpose but will require modification for regular use in busy routine 

CAMHS settings. 

Step 3: Mild depression 

• Antidepressant medication should not be used for the initial treatment of 

children and young people with mild depression. 

Steps 4 and 5: Moderate to severe depression 

• Children and young people with moderate to severe depression should be 

offered, as a first-line treatment, a specific psychological therapy 

(individual cognitive behavioural therapy [CBT], interpersonal therapy or 

shorter-term family therapy; it is suggested that this should be of at least 

3 months’ duration). 
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• Antidepressant medication should not be offered to a child or young 

person with moderate to severe depression except in combination with a 

concurrent psychological therapy. Specific arrangements must be made 

for careful monitoring of adverse drug reactions, as well as for reviewing 

mental state and general progress; for example, weekly contact with the 

child or young person and their parent(s) or carer(s) for the first 4 weeks of 

treatment. The precise frequency will need to be decided on an individual 

basis, and recorded in the notes. In the event that psychological therapies 

are declined, medication may still be given, but as the young person will 

not be reviewed at psychological therapy sessions, the prescribing doctor 

should closely monitor the child or young person’s progress on a regular 

basis and focus particularly on emergent adverse drug reactions. 
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The following guidance is evidence based. The grading scheme used for the 

recommendations (A, B, C or good practice point [GPP]) is described in 

Appendix A; a summary of the evidence on which the guidance is based is 

provided in the full guideline (see Section 5.1). 

1 Guidance 

This guideline makes recommendations for the identification and treatment of 

depression in children (5–11 years) and young people (from the age of 12 up 

to their 18th birthday) in primary, community and secondary care. Depression 

is a broad and heterogeneous diagnostic grouping, central to which is 

depressed mood or loss of pleasure in most activities. Depressive symptoms 

are frequently accompanied by symptoms of anxiety, but may also occur on 

their own. The ICD-10 Classification of Mental and Behavioural Disorders 

(World Health Organization, 1992) uses an agreed list of 10 depressive 

symptoms, and divides the common form of major depressive episode into 

four groups: not depressed (fewer than four symptoms), mild depression (four 

symptoms), moderate depression (five to six symptoms), and severe 

depression (seven or more symptoms, with or without psychotic symptoms). 

Symptoms should be present for at least 2 weeks and every symptom should 

be present for most of the day. 

For the purposes of this guideline, the treatment and management of 

depression have been divided into the following descriptions as defined by 

ICD-10: 

• mild depression 

• moderate and severe depression 

• severe depression with psychotic symptoms. 

However, it is doubtful whether the severity of the depressive illness can 

realistically be captured in a single symptom count. Clinicians will wish to 

consider family context and previous history, as well as the degree of 

associated impairment, in making this assessment (see Appendix E). Thus it 

is important not just to enquire about specific symptoms but to explore the 
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child or young person’s functioning (and impairment of functioning) in a 

number of settings, for example, at school, with peers and with family. 

Children and young people with a chronic subclinical version of depression 

that has persisted for over a year – known as dysthymia – should be treated 

as for mild depression. The guideline also makes recommendations about the 

management of children and young people with recurrent depression. 

The guideline draws on the best currently available evidence for the 

identification and management of depression. However, there are some 

significant limitations to the current evidence base, which have considerable 

implications for this guideline. These include the relatively small number of 

published studies of psychological therapies; concern about unpublished 

studies of pharmacological treatment; small, non-clinical, and sometimes 

unrepresentative samples with wide age ranges in the published 

pharmacological studies; a lack of consistency in reporting adverse drug 

reactions; a dearth of studies comparing efficacy and adverse reactions to 

psychological with pharmacological treatments (with one recent exception); 

and very limited data on long-term outcomes. 

However, the most significant limitation is the concept of depression itself. The 

view of the Guideline Development Group is that it is too broad and 

heterogeneous a category, and has limited validity as a basis for effective 

treatment plans. A focus on symptoms alone is not sufficient because a wide 

range of biological, psychological and social factors have a significant impact 

on response to treatment and are not captured by the current diagnostic 

systems. 

The guideline makes evidence-based recommendations and good practice 

points for the psychological, pharmacological, physical and self-help 

interventions appropriate to the severity of the depression. In addition, the first 

part of the guideline makes good practice points and recommendations 

relevant to the care of all children and young people with depression. 
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Prescribing antidepressants for children and young people 

At the date of publication (September 2005), there are no antidepressant 

drugs with a current UK Marketing Authorisation for depression in children and 

young people (under 18 years).2 However, in 2000, the Royal College of 

Paediatrics and Child Health issued a policy statement on the use of 

unlicensed medicines, or the use of licensed medicines for unlicensed 

applications, in children and young people. This states that such use is 

necessary in paediatric practice and that doctors are legally allowed to 

prescribe unlicensed medicines where there are no suitable alternatives and 

where the use is justified by a responsible body of professional opinion.3 

In December 2003, following a review by an Expert Working Group of the 

Committee on Safety of Medicines (CSM), the CSM advised that, despite the 

lack of a marketing authorisation for fluoxetine in the treatment of major 

depressive disorder in under 18s at that time, the balance of risks and benefits 

for this drug was favourable. The CSM also stated that sertraline, citalopram 

and escitalopram, paroxetine, venlafaxine and fluvoxamine should not be 

used as new therapy.4 However, its advice was clear that child and 

adolescent psychiatrists are able to prescribe selective serotonin reuptake 

inhibitors (SSRIs) other than fluoxetine in certain circumstances; for example, 

where drug treatment is indicated but a patient is intolerant of fluoxetine. 

In April 2005 the Committee on Human Medicinal Products (CHMP) of the 

European Medicines Evaluation Agency (EMEA) also issued advice on the 

paediatric use of SSRIs and serotonin noradrenaline reuptake inhibitors 

(SNRIs). This advice referred to all uses of these drugs in paediatrics, not just 

the treatment of depression. The CHMP advised that these products should 

not be used in children and adolescents except within their approved 

indications – not usually depression – because of the risk of suicide-related 

                                            
2 Check the Summary of Product Characteristics of individual drugs for current licensed indications. 
3 Joint Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health/Neonatal and Paediatric Pharmacists Group 
Standing Committee on Medicines (2000) The Use of Unlicensed Medicines or Licensed Medicines for 
Unlicensed Applications in Paediatric Practice - Policy Statement. London: Royal College of Paediatrics 
and Child Health. 
4 The CSM advice can be found at 
http://medicines.mhra.gov.uk/aboutagency/regframework/csm/csmhome.htm 



 

NICE Guideline – Depression in children and young people 11 

behaviour and hostility. However, like the CSM, the CHMP also made it clear 

that doctors may make decisions based on the individual clinical needs of a 

child or an adolescent to use these products for the treatment of depression or 

anxiety. In such circumstances the CHMP recommended that patients be 

monitored carefully for the appearance of suicidal behaviour, self-harm or 

hostility, particularly at the beginning of treatment. 

1.1 Care of all children and young people with depression 

1.1.1 Good information, informed consent and support 

Children and young people and their families need good information, given as 

part of a collaborative and supportive relationship with healthcare 

professionals, and need to be able to give fully informed consent. 

1.1.1.1 Healthcare professionals involved in the detection, assessment or 

treatment of children or young people with depression should ensure 

that information is provided to the patient and their parent(s) and 

carer(s) at an appropriate time. The information should be age 

appropriate and should cover the nature, course and treatment of 

depression, including the likely side-effect profile of medication should 

this be offered. GPP 

1.1.1.2 Healthcare professionals involved in the treatment of children or 

young people with depression should take time to build a supportive 

and collaborative relationship with both the patient and the family or 

carers. GPP 

1.1.1.3 Healthcare professionals should make all efforts necessary to 

engage the child or young person and their parent(s) or carer(s) in 

treatment decisions, taking full account of patient and parental/carer 

expectations, so that the patient and their parent(s) or carer(s) can 

give meaningful and properly informed consent before treatment is 

initiated. GPP 
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1.1.1.4 Families and carers should be informed of self-help groups and 

support groups and be encouraged to participate in such programmes 

where appropriate. GPP 

1.1.2 Language and ethnic minorities 

Information should be provided in a language and format that a child or young 

person and their family or carer(s) can properly understand; interpreters 

should be engaged when needed. Psychological treatments are also best 

conducted in the child or young person’s first language. Healthcare 

professionals should be trained to understand the specific needs of depressed 

children or young people from black and minority ethnic groups. Patients, 

families and carers, including those from black and minority ethnic groups, 

should be involved in planning services. 

1.1.2.1 Where possible, all services should provide written information or 

audiotaped material in the language of the child or young person and 

their family or carer(s), and professional interpreters should be sought 

for those whose preferred language is not English. GPP 

1.1.2.2 Consideration should be given to providing psychological therapies 

and information about medication and local services in the language 

of the child or young person and their family or carers where the 

patient’s and/or their family’s or carer’s first language is not English. If 

this is not possible, an interpreter should be sought. GPP 

1.1.2.3 Healthcare professionals in primary, secondary and relevant 

community settings should be trained in cultural competence to aid in 

the diagnosis and treatment of depression in children and young 

people from black and minority ethnic groups. This training should 

take into consideration the impact of the patient’s and healthcare 

professional’s racial identity status on the patient’s depression. GPP 

1.1.2.4 Healthcare professionals working with interpreters should be 

provided with joint training opportunities with those interpreters, to 

ensure that both healthcare professionals and interpreters understand 
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the specific requirements of interpretation in a mental health 

setting. GPP 

1.1.2.5 The development and evaluation of services for children and young 

people with depression should be undertaken in collaboration with 

stakeholders involving patients and their families and carers, including 

members of black and minority ethnic groups. GPP 

1.1.3 Assessment and coordination of care 

The assessment of children and young people should be comprehensive and 

holistic, taking into account drug and alcohol use, the risks of self-harm and 

suicidal ideations, and the use of self-help materials and methods. Parental 

depression may be an important contributing factor and needs to be identified. 

1.1.3.1 When assessing a child or young person with depression, 

healthcare professionals should routinely consider, and record in the 

patient’s notes, potential comorbidities, and the social, educational 

and family context for the patient and family members, including the 

quality of interpersonal relationships, both between the patient and 

other family members and with their friends and peers. GPP 

1.1.3.2 In the assessment of a child or young person with depression, 

healthcare professionals should always ask the patient and their 

parent(s) or carer(s) directly about the child or young person’s alcohol 

and drug use, any experience of being bullied or abused, self-harm 

and ideas about suicide. A young person should be offered the 

opportunity to discuss these issues initially in private. GPP 

1.1.3.3 If a child or young person with depression presents acutely having 

self-harmed, the immediate management should follow the NICE 

guideline ‘Self-harm: the short-term physical and psychological 

management and secondary prevention of self-harm in primary and 

secondary care’ (www.nice.org.uk/CG016) as this applies to children 

and young people, paying particular attention to the guidance on 
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consent and capacity. Further management should then follow this 

depression guideline. GPP 

1.1.3.4 In the assessment of a child or young person with depression, 

healthcare professionals should always ask the patient, and be 

prepared to give advice, about self-help materials or other methods 

used or considered potentially helpful by the patient or their parent(s) 

or carer(s). This may include educational leaflets, helplines, self-

diagnosis tools, peer, social and family support groups, 

complementary therapies, and religious and spiritual groups. GPP 

1.1.3.5 Healthcare professionals should only recommend self-help 

materials or strategies as part of a supported and planned package of 

care. GPP 

1.1.3.6 For any child or young person with suspected mood disorder, a 

family history should be obtained to check for unipolar or bipolar 

depression in parents and grandparents. GPP 

1.1.3.7 When a child or young person has been diagnosed with depression, 

consideration should be given to the possibility of parental 

depression, parental substance misuse, or other mental health 

problems and associated problems of living, as these are often 

associated with depression in a child or young person and, if 

untreated, may have a negative impact on the success of treatment 

offered to the child or young person. GPP 

1.1.3.8 When the clinical progress of children and young people with 

depression is being monitored in secondary care, the self-report Mood 

and Feelings Questionnaire (MFQ) should be considered as an 

adjunct to clinical judgement. C 
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1.1.3.9 In the assessment and treatment of depression in children and 

young people, special attention should be paid to the issues of: GPP 

• confidentiality 

• the young person’s consent (including Gillick competence) 

• parental consent 

• child protection 

• the use of the Mental Health Act in young people 

• the use of the Children Act. 

1.1.3.10 The form of assessment should take account of cultural and ethnic 

variations in communication, family values and the place of the child 

or young person within the family. GPP 

1.1.4 The organisation and planning of services 

Better links between Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) 

and tier 1 and tier 2 are needed to improve detection and availability of 

treatment (see glossary for explanations of tiers). All healthcare professionals 

should monitor detection rates and record outcomes for local planning and 

local, regional and national comparison. 

1.1.4.1 Healthcare professionals specialising in depression in children and 

young people should work with local CAMHS to enhance specialist 

knowledge and skills regarding depression in these existing services. 

This work should include providing training and help with guideline 

implementation. GPP 

1.1.4.2 CAMHS and primary care trusts (PCTs) should consider introducing 

a primary mental health worker (or CAMHS link worker) (see 

glossary) into each secondary school and secondary pupil referral unit 

as part of tier 2 provision within the locality. GPP 

1.1.4.3 Primary mental health workers (or CAMHS link workers) should 

establish clear lines of communication between CAMHS and tier 1 or 

2, with named contact people in each tier or service, and develop 
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systems for the collaborative planning of services for young people 

with depression in tiers 1 and 2. GPP 

1.1.4.4 CAMHS and PCTs should routinely monitor the rates of detection, 

referral and treatment of children and young people, from all ethnic 

groups, with mental health problems, including those with depression, 

in local schools and primary care. This information should be used for 

planning services and made available for local, regional and national 

comparison. GPP 

1.1.4.5 All healthcare professionals should routinely use, and record in the 

notes, appropriate outcome measures (such as those self-report 

measures used in screening for depression or generic outcome 

measures used by particular services, for example Health of the 

Nation Outcome Scale for Children and Adolescents [HoNOSCA] or 

Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire [SDQ]), for the assessment 

and treatment of depression in children and young people. This 

information should be used for planning services, and made available 

for local, regional and national comparison. GPP 

1.1.5 Treatment considerations in all settings 

Most treatment should be undertaken in outpatient settings or the community. 

Before treatment is started the social networks around the child or young 

person need to be clearly identified. If bullying is a factor, school and 

healthcare professionals should jointly develop antibullying strategies. 

Psychological treatments should be provided by professionally trained 

therapists, who should aim to quickly develop an alliance with the child or 

young person and their family or carer(s). Comorbid conditions will also need 

to be treated and interventions considered for parents with depression or 

other significant personal problems. Advice about exercise, sleep and nutrition 

should also be considered. 

1.1.5.1 Most children and young people with depression should be treated 

on an outpatient or community basis. C 
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1.1.5.2 Before any treatment is started, healthcare professionals should 

assess, together with the young person, the social network around 

him or her. This should include a written formulation, identifying 

factors that may have contributed to the development and 

maintenance of depression, and that may impact both positively or 

negatively on the efficacy of the treatments offered. The formulation 

should also indicate ways that the healthcare professionals may work 

in partnership with the social and professional network of the young 

person. B 

1.1.5.3 When bullying is considered to be a factor in a child or young 

person’s depression, CAMHS, primary care and educational 

professionals should work collaboratively to prevent bullying and to 

develop effective antibullying strategies. C 

1.1.5.4 Psychological therapies used in the treatment of children and young 

people with depression should be provided by therapists who are also 

trained child and adolescent mental healthcare professionals. B 

1.1.5.5 Psychological therapies used in the treatment of children and young 

people with depression should be provided by healthcare 

professionals who have been trained to an appropriate level of 

competence in the specific modality of psychological therapy being 

offered. C 

1.1.5.6 Therapists should develop a treatment alliance with the family. If 

this proves difficult, consideration should be given to providing the 

family with an alternative therapist. C 

1.1.5.7 Comorbid diagnoses and developmental, social and educational 

problems should be assessed and managed, either in sequence or in 

parallel, with the treatment for depression. Where appropriate this 

should be done through consultation and alliance with a wider 

network of education and social care. B 
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1.1.5.8 Attention should be paid to the possible need for parents’ own 

psychiatric problems (particularly depression) to be treated in parallel, 

if the child or young person’s mental health is to improve. If such a 

need is identified, then a plan for obtaining such treatment should be 

made, bearing in mind the availability of adult mental health provision 

and other services. B 

1.1.5.9 A child or young person with depression should be offered advice 

on the benefits of regular exercise and encouraged to consider 

following a structured and supervised exercise programme of typically 

up to three sessions per week of moderate duration (45 minutes to 

1 hour) for between 10 and 12 weeks. C 

1.1.5.10 A child or young person with depression should be offered advice 

about sleep hygiene and anxiety management. C 

1.1.5.11 A child or young person with depression should be offered advice 

about nutrition and the benefits of a balanced diet. GPP 

1.2 Stepped care 

The stepped-care model of depression draws attention to the different needs 

that depressed children and young people have – depending on the 

characteristics of their depression and their personal and social circumstances 

– and the responses that are required from services. It provides a framework 

in which to organise the provision of services that support both healthcare 

professionals and patients and their parent(s) or carer(s) in identifying and 

accessing the most effective interventions (see Table 1). 
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Table 1 The stepped-care model. 

 
Focus Action Responsibility 

Detection Risk profiling Tier 1 

Recognition Identification in presenting children or young 
people 

Tiers 2–4 

Mild depression (including 
dysthymia) 
 

Watchful waiting 

Non-directive supportive therapy/group 
cognitive behavioural therapy/guided self-
help 

Tier 1 

Tier 1 or 2 

Moderate to severe 
depression 

Brief psychological therapy 
+/– fluoxetine 

Tier 2 or 3 

 

Depression unresponsive 
to treatment/recurrent 
depression/psychotic 
depression 

Intensive psychological therapy 
+/– fluoxetine, sertraline, citalopram, 
augmentation with an antipsychotic 

Tier 3 or 4 

 

 
The guidance follows these five steps. 

1. Detection and recognition of depression and risk profiling in primary care 

and community settings. 

2. Recognition of depression in children and young people referred to 

CAMHS. 

3. Managing recognised depression in primary care and community 

settings – mild depression. 

4. Managing recognised depression in tier 2 or 3 CAMHS – moderate to 

severe depression. 

5. Managing recognised depression in tier 3 or 4 CAMHS – unresponsive, 

recurrent and psychotic depression, including depression needing 

inpatient care. 

Each step introduces additional interventions; the higher steps assume 

interventions in the previous step. 
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1.3 Step 1: Detection, risk profiling and referral 

Healthcare professionals working with children or young people in primary 

care, schools and the community need training to assess the risk of 

depression, to provide emotional support and know when to refer, especially 

when a child or young person has experienced an undesirable life event. 

CAMHS tier 2 or 3 should work with tier 1 healthcare professionals and help 

provide training in the recognition of depression. 

1.3.1 Detection and risk profiling 

1.3.1.1 Healthcare professionals in primary care, schools and other 

relevant community settings should be trained to detect symptoms of 

depression, and to assess children and young people who may be at 

risk of depression. Training should include the evaluation of recent 

and past psychosocial risk factors, such as age, gender, family 

discord, bullying, physical, sexual or emotional abuse, comorbid 

disorders, including drug and alcohol use, and a history of parental 

depression; the natural history of single loss events; the importance of 

multiple risk factors; ethnic and cultural factors; and factors known to 

be associated with a high risk of depression and other health 

problems, such as homelessness, refugee status and living in 

institutional settings. C 

1.3.1.2 Healthcare professionals in primary care, schools and other 

relevant community settings should be trained in communications 

skills such as ‘active listening’ and ‘conversational technique’, so that 

they can deal confidently with the acute sadness and distress 

(‘situational dysphoria’) that may be encountered in children and 

young people following recent undesirable events. GPP 

1.3.1.3 Healthcare professionals in primary care settings should be familiar 

with screening for mood disorders. They should have regular access 

to specialist supervision and consultation. GPP 
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1.3.1.4 Healthcare professionals in primary care, schools and other 

relevant community settings who are providing support for a child or 

young person with situational dysphoria should consider ongoing 

social and environmental factors if the dysphoria becomes more 

persistent. GPP 

1.3.1.5 Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) tier 2 or 3 

should work with health and social care professionals in primary care, 

schools and other relevant community settings to provide training and 

develop ethnically and culturally sensitive systems for detecting, 

assessing, supporting and referring children and young people who 

are either depressed or at significant risk of becoming 

depressed. GPP 

1.3.1.6 In the provision of training by CAMHS professionals for healthcare 

professionals in primary care, schools and relevant community 

settings, priority should be given to the training of pastoral support 

staff in schools (particularly secondary schools), community 

paediatricians and GPs. GPP 

1.3.1.7 When a child or young person is exposed to a single recent 

undesirable life event, such as bereavement, parental divorce or 

separation or a severely disappointing experience, healthcare 

professionals in primary care, schools and other relevant community 

settings should undertake an assessment of the risks of depression 

associated with the event and make contact with their parent(s) or 

carer(s) to help integrate parental/carer and professional responses. 

The risk profile should be recorded in the child or young person’s 

records. C 

1.3.1.8 When a child or young person is exposed to a single recent 

undesirable life event, such as bereavement, parental divorce or 

separation or a severely disappointing experience, in the absence of 

other risk factors for depression, healthcare professionals in primary 

care, schools and other relevant community settings should offer 
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support and the opportunity to talk over the event with the child or 

young person. GPP 

1.3.1.9 Following an undesirable event, a child or young person should not 

normally be referred for further assessment or treatment, as single 

events are unlikely to lead to a depressive illness. C 

1.3.1.10 A child or young person who has been exposed to a recent 

undesirable life event, such as bereavement, parental divorce or 

separation or a severely disappointing experience and is identified to 

be at high risk of depression (the presence of two or more other risk 

factors for depression), should be offered the opportunity to talk over 

their recent negative experiences with a professional in tier 1 and 

assessed for depression. Early referral should be considered if there 

is evidence of depression and/or self-harm. GPP 

1.3.1.11 When a child or young person is exposed to a recent undesirable 

life event, such as bereavement, parental divorce or separation or a 

severely disappointing experience, and where one or more family 

members (parents or children) have multiple-risk histories for 

depression, they should be offered the opportunity to talk over their 

recent negative experiences with a professional in tier 1 and 

assessed for depression. Early referral should be considered if there 

is evidence of depression and/or self-harm. GPP 

1.3.1.12 If children and young people who have previously recovered from 

moderate or severe depression begin to show signs of a recurrence of 

depression, healthcare professionals in primary care, schools or other 

relevant community settings should refer them to CAMHS tier 2 or 3 

for rapid assessment. GPP 

1.3.2 Referral criteria 

1.3.2.1 For children and young people, the following factors should be used 

by healthcare professionals as indications that management can 

remain at tier 1: GPP 
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• exposure to a single undesirable event in the absence of other risk factors 

for depression 

• exposure to a recent undesirable life event in the presence of two or more 

other risk factors with no evidence of depression and/or self-harm 

• exposure to a recent undesirable life event, where one or more family 

members (parents or children) have multiple-risk histories for depression, 

providing that there is no evidence of depression and/or self-harm in the 

child or young person 

• mild depression without comorbidity. 

1.3.2.2 For children and young people, the following factors should be used 

by healthcare professionals as criteria for referral to tier 2 or 3 

CAMHS: GPP 

• depression with two or more other risk factors for depression 

• depression where one or more family members (parents or children) have 

multiple-risk histories for depression 

• mild depression in those who have not responded to interventions in tier 1 

after 2–3 months 

• moderate or severe depression (including psychotic depression) 

• signs of a recurrence of depression in those who have recovered from 

previous moderate or severe depression 

• unexplained self-neglect of at least 1 month’s duration that could be 

harmful to their physical health 

• active suicidal ideas or plans 

• referral requested by a young person or their parent(s) or carer(s). 

1.3.2.3 For children and young people, the following factors should be used 

by healthcare professionals as criteria for referral to tier 4  

services: GPP 

• high recurrent risk of acts of self-harm or suicide 

• significant ongoing self-neglect (such as poor personal hygiene or 

significant reduction in eating that could be harmful to their physical health) 
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• requirement for intensity of assessment/treatment and/or level of 

supervision that is not available in tier 2 or 3. 

1.4 Step 2: Recognition 

CAMHS professionals need to improve their ability to recognise depression. 

1.4.1 Children and young people of 11 years or older referred to CAMHS 

without a diagnosis of depression should be routinely screened 

with a self-report questionnaire for depression (of which the Mood 

and Feelings Questionnaire [MFQ] is currently the best) as part of a 

general assessment procedure. B 

1.4.2 Training opportunities should be made available to improve the 

accuracy of CAMHS professionals in diagnosing depressive 

conditions. The existing interviewer-based instruments (such as 

Kiddie-Sads [K-SADS] and Child and Adolescent Psychiatric 

Assessment [CAPA]) could be used for this purpose but will require 

modification for regular use in busy routine CAMHS settings. C 

1.4.3 Within tier 3 CAMHS, professionals who specialise in the treatment 

of depression should have been trained in interviewer-based 

assessment instruments (such as K-SADS and CAPA) and have 

skills in non-verbal assessments of mood in younger children. GPP 

1.5 Step 3: Mild depression 

Some children and young people diagnosed with mild depression may not 

need or want a specific intervention, but they need to be monitored and 

followed up, especially if they miss appointments. 

1.5.1 Watchful waiting 

1.5.1.1 For children and young people with diagnosed mild depression who 

do not want an intervention or who, in the opinion of the healthcare 
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professional, may recover with no intervention, a further assessment 

should be arranged, normally within 2 weeks (‘watchful waiting’). C 

1.5.1.2 Healthcare professionals should make contact with children and 

young people with depression who do not attend follow-up 

appointments. C 

1.5.2 Interventions for mild depression 

After up to 4 weeks of watchful waiting, children and young people with 

continuing mild depression should be offered a course of non-directive 

supportive therapy, group cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) or guided self-

help. Ideally this should be offered by appropriately trained professionals in 

tier 1 (primary care, schools, social services and the voluntary sector) but may 

require a referral to tier 2 CAMHS depending on local resources. If this is 

ineffective within 2 to 3 months, they should be referred for assessment by a 

tier 2 or 3 CAMHS team. Antidepressant medication should not be used in the 

initial treatment of mild depression. 

1.5.2.1 Following a period of up to 4 weeks of watchful waiting, all children 

and young people with continuing mild depression and without 

significant comorbid problems or signs of suicidal ideation should be 

offered individual non-directive supportive therapy, group CBT or 

guided self-help for a limited period (approximately 2 to 3 months). 

This could be provided by appropriately trained professionals in 

primary care, schools, social services and the voluntary sector or in 

tier 2 CAMHS. B 

1.5.2.2 Children and young people with mild depression who do not 

respond after 2 to 3 months to non-directive supportive therapy, group 

CBT or guided self-help should be referred for review by a tier 2 or 3 

CAMHS team. GPP 

1.5.2.3 Antidepressant medication should not be used for the initial 

treatment of children and young people with mild depression. B 



 

NICE Guideline – Depression in children and young people 26 

1.5.2.4 The further treatment of children and young people with persisting 

mild depression unresponsive to treatment at tier 1 or 2 should follow 

the guidance for moderate to severe depression (see Section 1.6 

below). GPP 

1.6 Steps 4 and 5: Moderate to severe depression 

There is little research evidence on the effectiveness of treatments for the 

younger child (5–11 years) with moderate to severe depression. In particular, 

there is little evidence for the effectiveness of antidepressant medication in 

children, which should, therefore, only be used very cautiously in this age 

group. In other respects, the recommended treatments for children are based 

upon the evidence for effectiveness in young people (12–18 years). 

In children and young people psychological therapies are the first-line 

treatments. 

1.6.1 Treatments for moderate to severe depression 

All children and young people with moderate to severe depression should be 

assessed by CAMHS tier 2 or 3 professionals and offered a specific 

psychological therapy as a first-line treatment. 

1.6.1.1 Children and young people presenting with moderate to severe 

depression should be reviewed by a CAMHS tier 2 or 3 team. B 

1.6.1.2 Children and young people with moderate to severe depression 

should be offered, as a first-line treatment, a specific psychological 

therapy (individual cognitive behavioural therapy [CBT], interpersonal 

therapy or shorter-term family therapy); it is suggested that this should 

be of at least 3 months’ duration. B 

1.6.2 Combined treatments for moderate to severe depression 

If there is no response to a specific psychological therapy within four to six 

sessions, then review and consider alternative or additional psychological 
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therapies for coexisting problems. Consider combining psychological therapy 

with fluoxetine5 (cautiously in younger children). If combined treatment is not 

effective within a further six sessions, review and consider more intensive 

psychological therapy. 

1.6.2.1 If moderate to severe depression in a child or young person is 

unresponsive to psychological therapy after four to six treatment 

sessions, a multidisciplinary review should be carried out. GPP 

1.6.2.2 Following multidisciplinary review, if the child or young person’s 

depression is not responding to psychological therapy as a result of 

other coexisting factors such as the presence of comorbid conditions, 

persisting psychosocial risk factors such as family discord, or the 

presence of parental mental ill-health, alternative or perhaps 

additional psychological therapy for the parent or other family 

members, or alternative psychological therapy for the patient, should 

be considered. C 

1.6.2.3 Following multidisciplinary review, if moderate to severe depression 

in a young person (12–18 years) is unresponsive to a specific 

psychological therapy after four to six sessions, fluoxetine should be 

offered. B 

1.6.2.4 Following multidisciplinary review, if moderate to severe depression 

in a child (5–11 years) is unresponsive to a specific psychological 

therapy after four to six sessions, the addition of fluoxetine should be 

cautiously considered, although the evidence for its effectiveness in 

this age group is not established. C 

1.6.3 Depression unresponsive to combined treatment 

1.6.3.1 If moderate to severe depression in a child or young person is 

unresponsive to combined treatment with a specific psychological 

                                            
5 Fluoxetine does not have a UK Marketing Authorisation for use in children and adolescents under the 
age of 18 at the date of publication (September 2005); check the Summary of Product Characteristics 
for current licensed indications; see also page 10. 



 

NICE Guideline – Depression in children and young people 28 

therapy and fluoxetine after a further six sessions, or the patient 

and/or their parent(s) or carer(s) have declined the offer of fluoxetine, 

the multidisciplinary team should make a full needs and risk 

assessment. This should include a review of the diagnosis, 

examination of the possibility of comorbid diagnoses, reassessment of 

the possible individual, family and social causes of depression, 

consideration of whether there has been a fair trial of treatment, and 

assessment for further psychological therapy for the patient and/or 

additional help for the family. GPP 

1.6.3.2 Following multidisciplinary review, the following should be 

considered: B 

• an alternative psychological therapy which has not been tried previously 

(individual CBT, interpersonal therapy or shorter-term family therapy, of at 

least 3 months’ duration), or 

• systemic family therapy (at least 15 fortnightly sessions), or 

• individual child psychotherapy (approximately 30 weekly sessions). 

1.6.4 How to use antidepressants in children and young people 

All antidepressant drugs have significant risks when given to children and 

young people with depression and, with the exception of fluoxetine, there is 

little evidence that they are effective in this context. Although fluoxetine can 

cause significant adverse drug reactions, it is safer when combined with 

psychological therapies. The following guidance outlines how fluoxetine 

should be used, and suggests possible alternatives in the event that fluoxetine 

is ineffective or not tolerated because of side effects. 

1.6.4.1 Antidepressant medication should not be offered to a child or young 

person with moderate to severe depression except in combination 

with a concurrent psychological therapy. Specific arrangements must 

be made for careful monitoring of adverse drug reactions, as well as 

for reviewing mental state and general progress; for example, weekly 

contact with the child or young person and their parent(s) or carer(s) 
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for the first 4 weeks of treatment. The precise frequency will need to 

be decided on an individual basis, and recorded in the notes. In the 

event that psychological therapies are declined, medication may still 

be given, but as the young person will not be reviewed at 

psychological therapy sessions, the prescribing doctor should closely 

monitor the child or young person’s progress on a regular basis and 

focus particularly on emergent adverse drug reactions. B 

1.6.4.2 If an antidepressant is to be prescribed this should only be following 

assessment and diagnosis by a child and adolescent psychiatrist. C 

1.6.4.3 When an antidepressant is prescribed to a child or young person 

with moderate to severe depression, it should be fluoxetine as this is 

the only antidepressant for which clinical trial evidence shows that the 

benefits outweigh the risks. A 

1.6.4.4 If a child or young person is started on antidepressant medication, 

they (and their parent(s) or carer(s) as appropriate) should be 

informed about the rationale for the drug treatment, the delay in onset 

of effect, the time course of treatment, the possible side effects, and 

the need to take the medication as prescribed. Discussion of these 

issues should be supplemented by written information appropriate to 

the child or young person’s and parents’ or carers’ needs that covers 

the issues described above and includes the latest patient information 

advice from the relevant regulatory authority. GPP 

1.6.4.5 A child or young person prescribed an antidepressant should be 

closely monitored for the appearance of suicidal behaviour, self-harm 

or hostility, particularly at the beginning of treatment, by the 

prescribing doctor and the healthcare professional delivering the 

psychological therapy. Unless it is felt that medication needs to be 

started immediately, symptoms that might be subsequently 

interpreted as side effects should be monitored for 7 days before 

prescribing. Once medication is started the patient and their parent(s) 

or carer(s) should be informed that if there is any sign of new 
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symptoms of these kinds, urgent contact should be made with the 

prescribing doctor. GPP 

1.6.4.6 When fluoxetine is prescribed for a child or young person with 

depression, the starting dose should be 10 mg daily. This can be 

increased to 20 mg daily after 1 week if clinically necessary, although 

lower doses should be considered in children of lower body weight. 

There is little evidence regarding the effectiveness of doses higher 

than 20 mg daily. However, higher doses may be considered in older 

children of higher body weight and/or when, in severe illness, an early 

clinical response is considered a priority. GPP 

1.6.4.7 When an antidepressant is prescribed in the treatment of a child or 

young person with depression, and a self-report rating scale is used 

as an adjunct to clinical judgement, this should be a recognised scale 

such as the Mood and Feelings Questionnaire (MFQ). GPP 

1.6.4.8 When a child or young person responds to treatment with 

fluoxetine, medication should be continued for at least 6 months after 

remission (defined as no symptoms and full functioning for at least 8 

weeks); in other words, for 6 months after this 8-week period. C 

1.6.4.9 If treatment with fluoxetine is unsuccessful or is not tolerated 

because of side effects, consideration should be given to the use of 

another antidepressant. In this case sertraline or citalopram are the 

recommended second-line treatments.6 B 

1.6.4.10 Sertraline or citalopram should only be used when the following 

criteria have been met. C 

• The child or young person and their parent(s) or carer(s) have been fully 

involved in discussions about the likely benefits and risks of the new 

treatment and have been provided with appropriate written information. 

                                            
6 Sertraline and citalopram do not have a UK Marketing Authorisation for use in depression in 
children and adolescents under the age of 18 years at the date of publication (September 2005); check 
the Summary of Product Characteristics for current licensed indications; see also page 10. 
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This information should cover the rationale for the drug treatment, the 

delay in onset of effect, the time course of treatment, the possible side 

effects, and the need to take the medication as prescribed; it should also 

include the latest patient information advice from the relevant regulatory 

authority. 

• The child or young person‘s depression is sufficiently severe and/or 

causing sufficiently serious symptoms (such as weight loss or suicidal 

behaviour) to justify a trial of another antidepressant. 

• There is clear evidence that there has been a fair trial of the combination 

of fluoxetine and a psychological therapy (in other words that all efforts 

have been made to ensure adherence to the recommended treatment 

regimen). 

• There has been a reassessment of the likely causes of the depression and 

of treatment resistance (for example other diagnoses such as bipolar 

disorder or substance abuse). 

• There has been advice from a senior child and adolescent psychiatrist – 

usually a consultant. 

• The child or young person and/or someone with parental responsibility for 

the child or young person (or the young person alone, if over 16 or 

deemed competent) has signed an appropriate and valid consent form. 

1.6.4.11 When a child or young person responds to treatment with 

citalopram or sertraline, medication should be continued for at least 

6 months after remission (defined as no symptoms and full functioning 

for at least 8 weeks). C 

1.6.4.12 When an antidepressant other than fluoxetine is prescribed for a 

child or young person with depression, the starting dose should be 

half the daily starting dose for adults. This can be gradually increased 

to the daily dose for adults over the next 2 to 4 weeks if clinically 

necessary, although lower doses should be considered in children 

with lower body weight. There is little evidence regarding the 

effectiveness of the upper daily doses for adults in children and young 

people, but these may be considered in older children of higher body 
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weight and/or when, in severe illness, an early clinical response is 

considered a priority. GPP 

1.6.4.13 Paroxetine and venlafaxine should not be used for the treatment of 

depression in children and young people. A 

1.6.4.14 Tricyclic antidepressants should not be used for the treatment of 

depression in children and young people. C 

1.6.4.15 Where antidepressant medication is to be discontinued, the drug 

should be phased out over a period of 6 to 12 weeks with the exact 

dose being titrated against the level of discontinuation/withdrawal 

symptoms. C 

1.6.4.16 As with all other medications, consideration should be given to 

possible drug interactions when prescribing medication for depression 

in children and young people. This should include possible 

interactions with complementary and alternative medicines as well as 

with alcohol and ’recreational’ drugs. GPP 

1.6.4.17 Although there is some evidence that St John's wort may be of 

some benefit in adults with mild to moderate depression, this cannot 

be assumed for children or young people, for whom there are no trials 

upon which to make a clinical decision. Moreover, it has an unknown 

side-effect profile and is known to interact with a number of other 

drugs, including contraceptives. Therefore St John's wort should not 

be prescribed for the treatment of depression in children and young 

people. C 

1.6.4.18 A child or young person with depression who is taking St John's 

wort as an over-the-counter preparation should be informed of the 

risks and advised to discontinue treatment while being monitored for 

recurrence of depression and assessed for alternative treatments in 

accordance with this guideline. C 
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1.6.5 The treatment of psychotic depression 

1.6.5.1 For children and young people with psychotic depression, 

augmenting the current treatment plan with an atypical antipsychotic 

medication7 should be considered, although the optimum dose and 

duration of treatment are unknown. C 

1.6.5.2 Children and young people prescribed an atypical antipsychotic 

medication should be monitored carefully for side effects. C 

1.6.6 Inpatient care 

Inpatient treatment for children and young people with depression should only 

be considered when the patient is at significant risk of self-harm and/or needs 

intensive treatment or supervision not available elsewhere. The following 

guidance outlines the use of inpatient facilities. 

1.6.6.1 Inpatient treatment should be considered for children and young 

people who present with a high risk of suicide, high risk of serious 

self-harm or high risk of self-neglect, and/or when the intensity of 

treatment (or supervision) needed is not available elsewhere, or when 

intensive assessment is indicated. C 

1.6.6.2 When considering admission for a child or young person with 

depression, the benefits of inpatient treatment need to be balanced 

against potential detrimental effects, for example loss of family and 

community support. C 

1.6.6.3 When inpatient treatment is indicated, CAMHS professionals should 

involve the child or young person and their parent(s) or carer(s) in the 

admission and treatment process whenever possible. B 

                                            
7 There are no atypical antipsychotic drugs with a current UK Marketing Authorisation for depression in 
children at the date of publication (September 2005); check the Summary of Product Characteristics of 
individual drugs for current licensed indications; see also page 10. 
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1.6.6.4 Commissioners and strategic health authorities should ensure that 

inpatient treatment is available within reasonable travelling distance to 

enable the involvement of families and maintain social links. B 

1.6.6.5 Commissioners and strategic health authorities should ensure that 

inpatient services are able to admit a young person within an 

appropriate timescale, including immediate admission if  

necessary. GPP 

1.6.6.6 Inpatient services should have a range of interventions available 

including medication, individual and group psychological therapies 

and family support. C 

1.6.6.7 Inpatient facilities should be age appropriate and culturally 

enriching, with the capacity to provide appropriate educational and 

recreational activities. C 

1.6.6.8 Planning for aftercare arrangements should take place before 

admission or as early as possible after admission and should be 

based on the Care Programme Approach. GPP 

1.6.6.9 Tier 4 CAMHS professionals involved in assessing children or 

young people for possible inpatient admission should be specifically 

trained in issues of consent and capacity, the use of current mental 

health legislation and the use of childcare laws, as they apply to this 

group of patients. GPP 

1.6.7 Electroconvulsive therapy 

Electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) should be reserved for life-threatening 

depression unresponsive to other treatments in young people. If it is used, 

ECT should be used in accordance with NICE guidance (see Section 6 for 

details). ECT is not recommended for children (5–11 years). 

1.6.7.1 ECT should only be considered for young people with very severe 

depression and either life-threatening symptoms (such as suicidal 
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behaviour) or intractable and severe symptoms that have not 

responded to other treatments. C 

1.6.7.2 ECT should be used extremely rarely in young people and only after 

careful assessment by a practitioner experienced in its use and only 

in a specialist environment in accordance with NICE 

recommendations. C 

1.6.7.3 ECT is not recommended in the treatment of depression in children 
(5–11 years). C 

1.6.8 Discharge after a first episode 

After full remission, children and young people who have been depressed 

should be followed up for a year. After discharge, those re-referred should be 

seen quickly and should not be placed on a routine waiting list. 

1.6.8.1 When a child or young person is in remission (less than two 

symptoms and full functioning for at least 8 weeks) they should be 

reviewed regularly for 12 months by an experienced CAMHS 

professional. The exact frequency of contact should be agreed 

between the CAMHS professional and the child or young person 

and/or the parent(s) or carer(s) and recorded in the notes. At the end 

of this period, if remission is maintained, the young person can be 

discharged to primary care. C 

1.6.8.2 CAMHS should keep primary care professionals up to date about 

progress and the need for monitoring of the child or young person in 

primary care. CAMHS should also inform relevant primary care 

professionals within 2 weeks of a patient being discharged and should 

provide advice about whom to contact in the event of a recurrence of 

depressive symptoms. GPP 

1.6.8.3 Children and young people who have been successfully treated and 

discharged but then re-referred should be seen as soon as possible 

rather than placed on a routine waiting list. GPP 
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1.6.9 Recurrent depression and relapse prevention 

Those at high risk of relapse, including those with recurrent depression, may 

benefit from an extended period of psychological therapy and practical help to 

self-monitor symptoms of relapse. They should be followed up for at least 

2 years after remission, and should be seen urgently if they are re-referred. 

1.6.9.1 Specific follow-up psychological therapy sessions to reduce the 

likelihood of, or at least detect, a recurrence of depression should be 

considered for children and young people who are at a high risk of 

relapse (for example individuals who have already experienced two 

prior episodes, those who have high levels of subsyndromal 

symptoms, or those who remain exposed to multiple-risk 

circumstances). B 

1.6.9.2 CAMHS specialists should teach recognition of illness features, 

early warning signs, and subthreshold disorders to tier 1 

professionals, children or young people with recurrent depression and 

their families and carer(s). Self-management techniques may help 

individuals to avoid and/or cope with trigger factors. GPP 

1.6.9.3 When a child or young person with recurrent depression is in 

remission (less than two symptoms and full functioning for at least 

8 weeks) they should be reviewed regularly for 24 months by an 

experienced CAMHS professional. The exact frequency of contact 

should be agreed between the CAMHS professional and the child or 

young person and/or the parent(s) or carer(s) and recorded in the 

notes. At the end of this period, if remission is maintained, the young 

person can be discharged to primary care. C 

1.6.9.4 Children and young people with recurrent depression who have 

been successfully treated and discharged but then re-referred should 

be seen as a matter of urgency. GPP 
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1.7 Transfer to adult services 

When a young person becomes 18 years of age while receiving treatment and 

care from CAMHS, CAMHS should continue to provide care in accordance 

with this guideline. CAMHS and adult services should work cooperatively 

using the Care Programme Approach to ensure smooth transfer to adult 

services for those with recurrent depression, prepare young people for 

transfer, and provide good information about treatment for adults, and about 

local services. 

1.7.1 The CAMHS team currently providing treatment and care for a young 

person aged 17 who is recovering from a first episode of depression 

should normally continue to provide treatment until discharge is 

considered appropriate in accordance with this guideline, even when the 

person turns 18 years of age. GPP 

1.7.2 The CAMHS team currently providing treatment and care for a young 

person aged 17–18 who either has ongoing symptoms from a first 

episode that are not resolving or has, or is recovering from, a second or 

subsequent episode of depression should normally arrange for a transfer 

to adult services, informed by the Care Programme Approach. GPP 

1.7.3 A young person aged 17–18 with a history of recurrent depression who 

is being considered for discharge from CAMHS should be provided with 

comprehensive information about the treatment of depression in adults 

(including the NICE ‘Information for the public’ version for adult 

depression) and information about local services and support groups 

suitable for young adults with depression. GPP 

1.7.4 A young person aged 17–18  who has successfully recovered from a 

first episode of depression and is discharged from CAMHS should not 

normally be referred on to adult services, unless they are considered to 

be at high risk of relapse (for example, if they are living in multiple-risk 

circumstances). GPP 
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2 Notes on the scope of the guidance 

All NICE guidelines are developed in accordance with a scope document that 

defines what the guideline will and will not cover. The scope of this guideline 

was established, after a period of consultation, at the start of the guideline 

development process; it is available from 

www.nice.org.uk/page.aspx?o=87925 

This guideline is relevant to children and young people from the age of 5 up to 

their 18th birthday inclusive with depression, their families or carers, and all 

healthcare professionals involved in the help, treatment and care of children 

and young people with depression and their families or carers. These include: 

• professional groups (including general practitioners, psychiatrists, clinical 

psychologists, psychotherapists, mental health, community psychiatric and 

practice nurses, secondary care professionals, occupational therapists and 

physicians) who share in the treatment and care of people with a diagnosis 

of depression 

• professionals in other health and non-health sectors who may have direct 

contact with, or are involved in the provision of health and other public 

services for, children and young people diagnosed with depression; this 

may include staff from schools and other educational settings, paediatric 

and community child health services, social services, the voluntary sector 

and youth offending and criminal justice teams 

• those with responsibility for planning services for children and young 

people with depression and their families or carers – including directors of 

public health, NHS trust managers and managers in primary care trusts. 

The guidance does not specifically address: 

• depression in children 4 years of age and under and adults 18 years of 

age and over 

• bipolar disorder 

• how learning disabilities and challenging behaviour moderate the effect of 

various interventions 
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• the specific management of patients with other physical or psychiatric 

conditions (comorbidities). 

3 Implementation in the NHS 

3.1 Resource implications 

Local health communities should review their existing practice in the treatment 

and management of depression against this guideline. The review should 

consider the resources required to implement the recommendations set out in 

Section 1, the people and processes involved, and the timeline over which full 

implementation is envisaged. It is in the interests of patients that the 

implementation timeline is as rapid as possible. 

Relevant local clinical guidelines, care pathways and protocols should be 

reviewed in the light of this guidance and revised accordingly. 

Information on the cost impact of this guideline in England is available on the 

NICE website and includes a template that local communities can use 

(www.nice.org.uk/CG028costtemplate). Detailed implementation advice and a 

slide set are also available on the NICE website. 

3.2 General 

The Healthcare Commission considers implementation of clinical guidelines to 

be a developmental standard. The implementation of this guideline will build 

on the National Service Frameworks for Children in England and Wales and 

should form part of the service development plans for each local health 

community in England and Wales. 

The National Service Framework for Children is available for England from the 

Department of Health website (www.dh.gov.uk) and for Wales from the NHS 

Wales website (www.wales.nhs.uk). 
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3.3 Audit 

Suggested audit criteria based on the key priorities for implementation are 

listed in Appendix D, and can be used to audit practice locally. 

4 Key research recommendations 

The Guideline Development Group (GDG) has made the following 

recommendations for research, on the basis of its review of the evidence. The 

Group regards these recommendations as the most important research areas 

to improve NICE guidance and patient care in the future. 

4.1 An appropriately blinded, randomised controlled trial should be 

conducted to assess the efficacy (including measures of family and 

social functioning as well as depression) and the cost effectiveness of 

individual CBT, systemic family therapy and child psychodynamic 

psychotherapy compared with each other and treatment as usual in a 

broadly based sample of children and young people diagnosed with 

moderate to severe depression (using minimal exclusion criteria). The 

trial should be powered to examine the effect of treatment in children 

and young people separately and involve a follow-up of 12 to 18 months 

(but no less than 6 months). 

4.2  An appropriately blinded, randomised controlled trial should be 

conducted to assess the efficacy (including measures of family and 

social functioning as well as depression) and the cost effectiveness of 

fluoxetine, the favoured psychological therapy (from the previous trial 

[4.1]), the combination of fluoxetine and psychological therapy compared 

with each other and placebo in a broadly based sample of children and 

young people diagnosed with moderate to severe depression (using 

minimal exclusion criteria). The trial should be powered to examine the 

effect of treatment in children and young people separately and involve a 

follow-up of 12 to 18 months (but no less than 6 months). In order for 

this trial to be conducted, the previous trial (4.1) needs to be completed. 



 

NICE Guideline – Depression in children and young people 41 

Additional research 

4.3 An appropriately blinded, randomised controlled trial should be 

conducted to assess the efficacy (including measures of family and 

social functioning as well as depression) and the cost effectiveness of 

another self-help intervention compared with computerised CBT and 

treatment as usual in a sample of children and young people treated in 

primary care who have been diagnosed with depression. The trial should 

be powered to examine the effect of treatment in children and young 

people separately and involve a follow-up of 12 to 18 months (but no 

less than 6 months). 

4.4 A qualitative study should be conducted that examines the experiences 

in the care pathway of children and young people and their families (and 

perhaps professionals) in order to inform decisions about what the most 

appropriate care pathway should be. 

4.5 An appropriately designed study should be conducted to compare 

validated screening instruments for the detection of depression in 

children and young people. An emphasis should be placed on examining 

those that use computer technology and more child-friendly methods of 

assessing current mood and feelings, and take into account cultural and 

ethnic variations in communication, family values and the place of the 

child or young person within the family. 

5 Other versions of this guideline 

The National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence commissioned the 

development of this guidance from the National Collaborating Centre for 

Mental Health. The Centre established a Guideline Development Group, 

which reviewed the evidence and developed the recommendations. The 

members of the Guideline Development Group are listed in Appendix B. 

Information about the independent Guideline Review Panel is given in 

Appendix C. 
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The booklet The guideline development process – an overview for 

stakeholders, the public and the NHS has more information about the 

Institute’s guideline development process. It is available from 

www.nice.org.uk/guidelinesprocess and copies can also be ordered by 

telephoning 0870 1555 455 (quote reference N0472). 

5.1 Full guideline 

The full guideline Depression in children and young people: identification and 

management in primary, community and secondary care is published by the 

National Collaborating Centre for Mental Health; it is available from its website 

(www.rcpsych.ac.uk), the NICE website (www.nice.org.uk/CG028fullguideline) 

and the website of the National Electronic Library for Health 

(www.nelh.nhs.uk). 

5.2 Quick reference guide 

A quick reference guide for healthcare professionals is also available from the 

NICE website (www.nice.org.uk/CG028quickrefguide) or from the NHS 

Response Line (0870 1555 455; quote reference number N0910). 

5.3 Information for the public 

A version of this guideline for children and young people with depression, their 

families or carers, and the public is available from the NICE website 

(www.nice.org.uk/CG028publicinfo) or from the NHS Response Line 

(0870 1555 455; quote reference number N0911). 
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6 Related NICE guidance 

Eating disorders: core interventions in the treatment and management of 

anorexia nervosa, bulimia nervosa and related eating disorders. NICE Clinical 

Guideline No. 9 (2004). Available from www.nice.org.uk/CG009 

Self-harm: the short-term physical and psychological management and 

secondary prevention of self-harm in primary and secondary care. NICE 

Clinical Guideline No. 16 (2004). Available from www.nice.org.uk/CG016 

Anxiety: management of anxiety (panic disorder, with or without agoraphobia, 

and generalised anxiety disorder) in adults in primary, secondary and 

community care. NICE Clinical Guideline No. 22 (2004). Available from 

www.nice.org/CG022 

Depression: management of depression in primary and secondary care. NICE 

Clinical Guideline No. 23 (2004). Available from www.nice.org/CG023 

Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD): the management of PTSD in adults 

and children in primary and secondary care. NICE Clinical Guideline No. 26 

(2005). Available from www.nice.org/CG026 

Guidance on the use of computerised cognitive behavioural therapy for 

anxiety and depression. NICE Technology Appraisal Guidance No. 51 (2002 –

note that at the time of publication NICE is reviewing this appraisal). Available 

from www.nice.org.uk/TA051 

Guidance on the use of electroconvulsive therapy. NICE Technology 

Appraisal Guidance No. 59 (2003). Available from www.nice.org.uk/TA059 
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7 Review date 

The process of reviewing the evidence is expected to begin 4 years after the 

date of issue of this guideline. Reviewing may begin earlier than this if 

significant evidence that affects the guideline recommendations is identified. 

The updated guideline will be available within 2 years of the start of the review 

process. 
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Appendix A: Grading scheme 

All evidence was classified according to an accepted hierarchy of evidence 

that was originally adapted from the US Agency for Healthcare Policy and 

Research Classification (see Table 2). Recommendations were then graded A 

to C on the basis of the level of associated evidence or noted as a GPP (see 

Table 2) – this grading scheme is based on a scheme formulated by the 

Clinical Outcomes Group of the NHS Executive (1996). 

Table 2 Hierarchy of evidence and recommendation grading scheme. 

 
Level Type of evidence Grade Evidence 

I Evidence obtained from a single 
randomised controlled trial or a meta-
analysis of randomised controlled trials 

A At least one randomised controlled trial 
as part of a body of literature of overall 
good quality and consistency 
addressing the specific 
recommendation (evidence level I) 
without extrapolation. 

IIa Evidence obtained from at least one 
well-designed controlled study without 
randomisation 

B Well-conducted clinical studies but no 
randomised clinical trials on the topic of 
recommendation (evidence levels II or 
III); or extrapolated from level I 
evidence. 

IIb Evidence obtained from at least one 
other well-designed quasi-experimental 
study 

  

III Evidence obtained from well-designed 
non-experimental descriptive studies, 
such as comparative studies, 
correlation studies and case studies 

  

IV Evidence obtained from expert 
committee reports or opinions and/or 
clinical experiences of respected 
authorities 

C Expert committee reports or opinions 
and/or clinical experiences of respected 
authorities (evidence level IV). This 
grading indicates that directly applicable 
clinical studies of good quality are 
absent or not readily available. 

  GPP Recommended good practice based on 
the clinical experience of the GDG. 

Adapted from Eccles M, Mason J (2001). How to develop cost-conscious guidelines. Health 
Technology Assessment 5 (16). 

NHS Executive. Clinical Guidelines: Using Clinical Guidelines to Improve Patient Care Within the NHS. 
London: 1996. 
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Appendix C: The Guideline Review Panel 

The Guideline Review Panel is an independent panel that oversees the 

development of the guideline and takes responsibility for monitoring its quality. 

The panel includes experts on guideline methodology, healthcare 

professionals and people with experience of the issues affecting patients, 

families and carers. The members of the Guideline Review Panel were as 

follows. 

Dr Chaand Nagpaul (Chair) 

GP, Stanmore 

Mr John Seddon 

Patient Representative 

Professor Kenneth Wilson 

Professor of Psychiatry of Old Age and Honorary Consultant Psychiatrist, 

Cheshire and Wirral Partnership NHS Trust 

Dr Paul Rowlands 

Consultant Psychiatrist, Derbyshire Mental Health Services Mental Health 

Care Trust 

Dr Roger Paxton 

R&D Director, Newcastle, North Tyneside and Northumberland Mental Health 

NHS Trust 
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Appendix D: Audit criteria 

Possible objectives for an audit 

One or more audits could be carried out in different care settings to ensure 

that: 

• children and young people with depression are involved in their care 

• treatment options are appropriately offered and provided for children and 

young people with depression. 

People who could be included in an audit 

A single audit could include all children and young people with depression. 

Alternatively, individual audits could be undertaken on specific groups of 

individuals such as: 

• a sample of children or young people from particular populations in primary 

care 

• a sample of children or young people from particular populations in 

CAMHS tiers 2–4. 

Measures that could be used as a basis for an audit 

Please see tables on pages 51–55.. 
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Standards 
 

 
Criteria 

 
Audit methods 

 
Assessment and coordination of care 
 
When assessing a child or young person 
with depression, healthcare professionals 
should routinely consider, and record in the 
patient’s notes, potential comorbidities, and 
the social, educational and family context for 
the patient and family members, including 
the quality of interpersonal relationships, 
both between the patient and other family 
members, and with their friends and peers 
 

Clinical notes include information 
concerning: 

• life events 
• associated psychological 

factors 
• comorbid conditions 
• family context 
• school context 
• social context 
• family relationships 
• peer relationships 

Case note audit of a random selection of 
children and young people with 
depression 
 
Review of service protocols for the 
management of depression 

 
Treatment considerations in all settings 

Psychological therapies used in the 
treatment of children and young people 
should be provided by therapists who are 
also trained child and adolescent mental 
healthcare professionals 

Services should agree minimum 
training criteria for healthcare 
professionals engaging in 
psychological therapy 
 
Healthcare professionals 
delivering psychological 
therapies should meet agreed 
minimum criteria 

Review of service policies 
 
Survey of healthcare professional 
qualifications and CPD experience 
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Comorbid diagnoses and developmental, 
social and educational problems should be 
assessed and managed, either in sequence 
or in parallel, with the treatment for 
depression. Where appropriate this should 
be done through consultation and alliance 
with a wider network of education and social 
care 
 

Clinical notes include information 
concerning: 

• comorbid conditions 
• social difficulties 
• educational problems 

Where problems in these areas 
are identified in case notes, 
evidence should exist that 
discussion has taken place about 
intervention for identified 
problems 
 

Case note audit of a random selection of 
children and young people with 
depression 
 
Review of service protocols for the 
management of depression 

Attention should be paid to the possible 
need for parents’ own psychiatric problems 
(particularly depression) to be treated in 
parallel, if the child or young person’s mental 
health is to improve. If such a need is 
identified, then a plan for obtaining such 
treatment should be made, bearing in mind 
the availability of adult mental health 
provision and other services 

Clinical notes should record 
information concerning the 
assessment of parental mental 
health 
 
Where clinical notes indicate that 
parental mental health is of 
concern there should be a record 
of a discussion about referral to 
appropriate treatment services 

Case note audit of a random selection of 
children and young people with 
depression 

 
Step 1 Detection and risk profiling 

  

Healthcare professionals in primary care, 
schools and other relevant community 
settings should be trained to detect 

Services should have training 
programmes for tier 1 
professionals that address: 

Review of service polices 
 
Review of service training records 
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symptoms of depression, and to assess 
children and young people who may be at 
risk of depression. Training should include 
the evaluation of recent and past 
psychosocial risk factors, such as age, 
gender, family discord, bullying, physical, 
sexual or emotional abuse, comorbid 
disorders, including drug and alcohol use, 
and a history of parental depression; the 
natural history of single loss events; the 
importance of multiple risk factors; ethnic 
and cultural factors; and factors known to be 
associated with high a risk of depression 
and other health problems, such as 
homelessness, refugee status and living in 
institutional settings 

• detection of depressive 
symptoms 

• assessment of risk factors 
for depression 

• culturally sensitive 
systems for detecting and 
supporting children and 
young people with 
depression 

 
Survey of tier 1 professionals’ perceptions 
of: 

• availability of training 
• quality of training 
 

Child and Adolescent Mental Health 
Services (CAMHS) tier 2 or 3 should work 
with health and social care professionals in 
primary care, schools and other relevant 
community settings to provide training and 
develop ethnically and culturally sensitive 
systems for detecting, assessing, supporting 
and referring children and young people who 
are either depressed or at significant risk of 
becoming depressed 

See above 
 

See above 

 
Step 2 Recognition 
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Training opportunities should be made 
available to improve the accuracy of 
CAMHS professionals in diagnosing 
depressive conditions. The existing 
interviewer-based instruments (such as 
Kiddie-Sads [K-SADS] and Child and 
Adolescent Psychiatric Assessment [CAPA]) 
could be used for this purpose but will 
require modification for regular use in busy 
routine CAMHS settings 

Services should have training 
programmes for CAMHS 
professionals across all tiers that 
address the detection and 
diagnosis of depression in 
children and young people 
 

Review of service polices 
 
Review of service training records 
 
Survey of CAMHS professionals’ 
perceptions of: 

• availability of training 
• quality of training 

 
Review of teaching methods used 

Step 3 Mild depression   

Antidepressant medication should not be 
used for the initial treatment of children and 
young people with mild depression 

Children and young people 
presenting with mild depression 
should not be prescribed 
antidepressant medication as a 
first-line intervention 

Children and young people prescribed 
antidepressants in primary care, child 
health or CAMHS could be identified 
using pharmacy records. Those identified 
could be surveyed to establish that other 
psychological therapies had been offered 
before the antidepressant was prescribed 
 

Steps 4 and 5 Moderate or severe 
depression 

  

Children and young people with moderate to 
severe depression should be offered, as a 
first-line treatment, a specific psychological 
therapy (individual cognitive behavioural 
therapy [CBT], interpersonal therapy or 

Psychological therapies should 
be offered before medication 
 
Psychological therapies should 
be: 

Review of service protocols for treatment 
of depression 
 
Review of service protocols for delivering 
psychological therapies 
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shorter-term family therapy; it is suggested 
that this should be of at least 3 months’ 
duration) 

• time limited 
• structured 
• cognitive behavioural 

therapy, family therapy or 
interpersonal therapy 

 

 
Structured review of case notes of a 
random representative sample of children 
and young people with depression 

Antidepressant medication should not be 
offered to a child or young person with 
moderate to severe depression except in 
combination with a concurrent psychological 
therapy. Specific arrangements must be 
made for careful monitoring of adverse drug 
reactions, as well as for reviewing mental 
state and general progress; for example, 
weekly contact with the child or young 
person and their parent(s) or carer(s) for the 
first 4 weeks of treatment. The precise 
frequency will need to be decided on an 
individual basis, and recorded in the notes. 
In the event that psychological therapies are 
declined, medication may still be given, but 
as the young person will not be reviewed at 
psychological therapy sessions, the 
prescribing doctor should closely monitor the 
child or young person’s progress on a 
regular basis and focus particularly on 
emergent adverse drug reactions 

Children or young people on 
antidepressant medication 
should have been offered 
psychological therapy 
 
Where children and young 
people have been offered 
medication, systems must be in 
place for regular monitoring of 
side effects. Where children and 
young people are not receiving 
psychological therapy, regular 
meetings must be held (at least 
monthly in the first 3 months of 
treatment) to monitor side effects 
 
Children and young people and 
their parent(s) or carer(s) must 
have been informed of the risks 
as well as benefits of 
antidepressant medication 

Structured review of case notes of a 
random representative sample of children 
and young people with depression 
 
Survey of patients and families/carers to 
establish whether information about risks 
and side effects has been provided 
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Appendix E: Assessing the severity of depression in 
primary care 

Key symptoms 

At least one of the following symptoms are present on most days, most of the 

time, for at least 2 weeks: 

• Persistent sadness or low (irritable)8 mood 

• Loss of interests and/or pleasure 

• Fatigue or low energy. 

If any key symptoms are present, ask about associated 

symptoms 

• Poor or increased sleep 

• Poor concentration or indecisiveness 

• Low self-confidence 

• Poor or increased appetite 

• Suicidal thoughts or acts 

• Agitation or slowing of movements 

• Guilt or self-blame. 

                                            
8 Whilst this is a well-documented feature it is not currently listed in ICD-10 diagnostic criteria. 
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Then ask about past history of depression, family history, 

associated disability and availability of social support 

1. Factors that favour general advice and watchful waiting 

• Four or fewer of the above symptoms 

• No past or family history 

• Social support available 

• Symptoms intermittent, or of less than 2 weeks’ duration 

• Patient is not actively suicidal 

• Little associated disability. 

2. Factors that favour more active treatment in primary care 

• Five or more symptoms 

• Past history or family history of depression 

• Low level of social support 

• Suicidal thoughts 

• Associated social disability. 

3. Factors that favour referral to mental health professionals 

• Poor or incomplete response to two interventions 

• Recurrent episode within 1 year of previous one 

• Patient or relatives request referral 

• Self-neglect. 

4. Factors that favour urgent referral to a psychiatrist 

• Actively suicidal ideas or plans 

• Psychotic symptoms 

• Severe agitation accompanying severe (seven or more) 

symptoms 

• Severe self-neglect. 
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ICD-10 definitions 

Mild depression: four symptoms 

Moderate depression: five or six symptoms 

Severe depression: seven or more symptoms, with or without psychotic 

features 
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Appendix F: Glossary 

Active listening A way of listening that focuses entirely on what the other 

person is saying and confirms understanding of both the content of the 

message and the emotions and feelings underlying the message to ensure 

that understanding is accurate. 

Adherence The behaviour of taking medicine according to treatment dosage 

and schedule as intended by the prescriber. In this guideline, the term 

adherence is used in preference to the term compliance, but is not 

synonymous with concordance, which has a number of different uses and 

meanings. 

Adverse drug reaction Any undesirable experience that results from the 

administration of a pharmacologically active agent. 

Bipolar disorder This condition is also known as manic depression. It is an 

illness that affects mood, causing a person to switch between feeling very low 

(depression) and very high (mania). 

CAMHS Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service(s). 

CAMHS link worker See Primary mental health worker 

Care Programme Approach (CPA) Introduced in 1991, this approach was 

designed to ensure that different community services are coordinated and 

work together towards a particular person’s care. This approach requires that 

professionals from the health authority and local authority get together to 

arrange care, and applies to all patients accepted for care by the specialist 

mental health services. 

Child An individual aged 5–11 years. 

Child and Adolescent Psychiatric Assessment (CAPA) An interviewer-

based diagnostic interview with versions for use with children and their 

parent(s). 
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Cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) A range of behavioural and cognitive 

behavioural therapies, in part derived from the cognitive behavioural model of 

affective disorders, in which the patient works collaboratively with a therapist 

using a shared formulation to achieve specific treatment goals. These may 

include recognising the impact of behavioural and/or thinking patterns on 

feeling states and encouraging alternative cognitive and/or behavioural coping 

skills to reduce the severity of target symptoms and problems. 

Conversational technique This term is used in the guideline to emphasise 

the importance of a two-way communication. A collaboration between patient 

and healthcare professional aims to ensure that the patient feels able to 

express their feelings in the healthcare setting safe in the knowledge that their 

healthcare professional will listen. 

Depression (major depressive disorder) The guideline uses the ICD-10 

definition in which ‘an individual usually suffers from depressed mood, loss of 

interest and enjoyment, and reduced energy leading to increased fatiguability 

and diminished activity. Marked tiredness after only slight effort is common. 

Other symptoms are: (a) reduced concentration and attention; (b) reduced 

self-esteem and self-confidence; (c) ideas of guilt and unworthiness (even in a 

mild type of episode); (d) bleak and pessimistic views of the future; (e) ideas 

or acts of self-harm or suicide; (f) disturbed sleep; (g) diminished appetite.‘ 

Depression unresponsive to treatment Depression that has failed to 

respond to two or more antidepressants taken at an adequate dose for an 

adequate duration given sequentially. 

Dysphoria An emotional state characterised by malaise, anxiety, depression 

or unease. 

Dysthymia A chronic depression of mood which does not currently fulfil the 

criteria for recurrent depressive disorder, of mild or moderate severity, in 

terms of either severity or duration of individual episodes. There are variable 

phases of mild depression and comparative normality. Despite tiredness, 

feeling down and not enjoying much, people with dysthymia are usually able 

to cope with everyday life. 
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Effectiveness The extent to which a specific intervention, when used under 

ordinary circumstances, does what it is intended to do. Clinical trials that 

assess effectiveness are sometimes called management trials. 

Efficacy The extent to which an intervention produces a beneficial result 

under ideal conditions. Clinical trials that assess efficacy are sometimes called 

explanatory trials and are restricted to participants who fully cooperate. The 

randomised controlled trial is the accepted ‘gold standard’ for evaluating the 

efficacy of an intervention. 

Electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) A therapeutic procedure in which an 

electric current is briefly applied to the brain to produce a seizure. This is used 

for treatment of severe depression symptoms or to ease depression that isn’t 

responding well to other forms of treatment. It is sometimes called convulsive 

therapy, electroshock therapy or shock therapy. 

Family therapy Family therapy sessions based on systemic, cognitive 

behavioural or psychoanalytic principles, which may include 

psychoeducational, problem-solving and crisis management work, and might 

involve specific interventions with a depressed child or young person. 

Guided self-help A self-administered intervention designed to treat 

depression, which makes use of a range of books or a self-help manual that is 

based on an evidence-based intervention and is designed specifically for the 

purpose. 

Guideline Development Group (GDG) The group of academic experts, 

clinicians and service user representatives responsible for developing the 

guideline. 

Guideline implementation Any intervention designed to support the 

implementation of guideline recommendations. 

Guideline recommendation A systematically developed statement that is 

derived from the best available research evidence, using predetermined and 
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systematic methods to identify and evaluate evidence relating to the specific 

condition in question. 

Healthcare professionals A generic term used in this guideline to cover all 

health professionals such as GPs, psychologists, psychotherapists, 

psychiatrists, paediatricians, school doctors, nurses (including school and 

community based), health visitors, counsellors, art therapists, music 

therapists, drama therapists and family therapists who work with children and 

young people and whose work may involve considering the young person’s 

additional psychological needs. 

Kiddie Schedule for Affective Disorders and Schizophrenia (K-SADS) An 

interviewer-led procedure for diagnostic assessment of depression including 

the severity of the current episode designed for use by trained individuals with 

some clinical experience with participants aged 6–17 years. 

Meta-analysis The use of statistical techniques in a systematic review to 

integrate the results of several independent studies. 

Mild depression Four depressive symptoms as defined by the ICD-10. 

Moderate depression Five or six depressive symptoms as defined by the 

ICD-10. 

Mood and Feelings Questionnaire (MFQ) A self-report measure used to 

screen for depression. 

Multidisciplinary review A comprehensive review of the child or young 

person’s situation that involves professionals additional to the therapist(s) 

delivering treatment. This review should consider a range of sources of 

information including evidence of functioning at home, school and other 

relevant settings and should take account of the wishes of the child or young 

person and their parent(s) or carer(s). 

Multidisciplinary team For the purposes of this guideline this term refers to 

professionals who are involved in the care of a child or young person working 

in partnership across all tiers. Members of the team are likely to include 
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healthcare professionals (including CAMHS professionals, GPs, health visitors 

and school nurses), teachers, social services and voluntary agencies. 

Non-directive supportive therapy (NDST) This therapy involves the planned 

delivery of direct individual contact time with an empathic, concerned and 

skilled non-specialist CAMHS professional to offer emotional support and non-

directive problem solving as appropriate and to review the child or young 

person’s state (for example, depressive symptoms, school attendance, 

suicidality, recent social activities) in order to assess whether specialist help is 

needed. 

Primary mental health worker (PMHW) Sometimes also called ‘CAMHS link 

worker’. This role was described in NHS Health Advisory Service, Together 

We Stand (London: NHS Health Advisory Service, 1995) and was 

recommended as a way of improving the relationship, communication and 

collaboration between specialist mental health services (CAMHS) and the 

wider network of services working with children, such as schools, youth and 

community services, primary care, etc. Primary mental health workers tend to 

operate in tiers 1 and 2. In some parts of the UK, including Scotland, this has 

led to the establishment of PMHW posts. In other areas the role has been 

developed, but delivered in a variety of ways. In some cases, workers are 

employed specifically to deliver primary mental health work, whilst in others, 

this work is achieved though an extension of pre-existing professional roles. 

Psychoanalytic/psychodynamic child psychotherapy Psychodynamic 

interventions are defined as psychological therapies derived from a 

psychodynamic/psychoanalytic model, and where: 

1. Therapist and patient explore and gain insight into conflicts and 

problem behaviours, modes of thought and relating and how these are 

represented in current situations and relationships including the therapy 

relationship (for example, transference and counter-transference). 

2. This leads to patients being given an opportunity to explore through 

play, drawing, talking and behaviour, feelings and conscious and 

unconscious conflicts, originating in the past or in learnt behaviour. The 
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technical focus is on interpreting and working through conflicts and 

recurrent problematic areas of behaviour and relating as they manifest 

in the treatment situation. 

3. Therapy is non-directive and recipients are not taught specific skills 

(such as thought monitoring, re-evaluating, or problem solving). 

Psychological therapies A group of treatment methods that involve 

psychosocial rather than physical intervention. They include cognitive 

behavioural therapy, family therapy, systemic family therapy, non-directive 

supportive therapy, psychodynamic psychotherapy, group psychotherapy, 

counselling, art therapy, interpersonal psychotherapy, guided self-help and 

any other form of treatment that aims to be helpful through the communication 

of thoughts and feelings in the presence of a therapist, who works with the 

material using a systematic framework for understanding and responding to it. 

Racial identity status An individual’s perception of himself or herself as 

belonging to a racial group; also the beliefs, morals and attitudes that are 

shared with a particular racial group in contrast with other groups. It has been 

suggested that racial identity is integral to personality and is a key dynamic 

factor in psychotherapeutic dyads. 

Randomisation A method used to generate a random allocation sequence, 

such as using tables of random numbers or computer-generated random 

sequences. The method of randomisation should be distinguished from 

concealment of allocation, because if the latter is inadequate, selection bias 

may occur despite the use of randomisation. For instance, a list of random 

numbers may be used to randomise participants, but if the list were open to 

the individuals responsible for recruiting and allocating participants, those 

individuals could influence the allocation process, either knowingly or 

unknowingly. 

Randomised controlled trial (RCT) (also termed randomised clinical trial) 
An experiment in which investigators randomly allocate eligible people into 

groups to receive or not to receive one or more interventions that are being 

compared. The results are assessed by comparing outcomes in the different 
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groups. Through randomisation, the groups should be similar in all aspects 

apart from the treatment they receive during the study. 

Recurrent depression The development of a depressive disorder in a person 

who has previously suffered from depression. 

Relapse The reappearance of disease signs and symptoms after apparent 

remission. The definitions of relapse used in the review in the guideline were 

those adopted by the individual studies and varied between studies. 

Remission Diminution or disappearance of symptoms. 

Risk profiling A structured assessment and analysis of those factors in a 

child or young person’s environment and history that are known to increase 

the risk of depression. 

Screening Screening is defined by the Guideline Development Group as a 

simple test performed on a large number of people to identify those who have 

depression. 

Self-help Any activity or lifestyle choice that an individual makes in the belief 

that it will confer therapeutic benefit. 

Severe depression Seven or more depressive symptoms as defined by the 

ICD-10. 

Sleep hygiene Behavioural practices that promote continuous and effective 

sleep. 

Stepped care A considered, organised, coordinated approach to screening, 

assessment, treatment and onward referral by an individual practitioner, team 

or care provider organisation, within the parameters of defined protocols or 

pathways. These approaches may or may not be provided within the context 

of a fixed budget (for example, the Health Maintenance Organisation [HMO] in 

the USA). Primary care trusts are required to develop protocols for the 

treatment of depression in primary care within the National Service 

Framework for Mental Health. 
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Stepped-care model A sequence of treatment options offering simpler and 

less expensive interventions first and more complex and expensive 

interventions if the patient has not benefited, based on locally agreed 

protocols. 

Subsyndromal depression (subthreshold depression) Depressive 

symptoms that fail to meet the criteria for major depressive disorder. This type 

of depression is not covered by this guideline. 

Suicidal ideation Thoughts about suicide or of taking action to end one's own 

life. 

Tier 1 Primary care services including GPs, paediatricians, health visitors, 

school nurses, social workers, teachers, juvenile justice workers, voluntary 

agencies and social services. 

Tier 2 CAMHS Services provided by professionals relating to workers in 

primary care including clinical child psychologists, paediatricians with 

specialist training in mental health, educational psychologists, child and 

adolescent psychiatrists, child and adolescent psychotherapists, counsellors, 

community nurses/nurse specialists and family therapists. 

Tier 3 CAMHS Specialised services for more severe, complex or persistent 

disorders including child and adolescent psychiatrists, clinical child 

psychologists, nurses (community or inpatient), child and adolescent 

psychotherapists, occupational therapists, speech and language therapists, 

art, music and drama therapists, and family therapists. 

Tier 4 CAMHS Tertiary-level services such as day units, highly specialised 

outpatient teams and inpatient units. 

Tricyclic antidepressants (TCAs) The original class of antidepressants used 

to treat depression by increasing levels of the neurotransmitters serotonin and 

noradrenaline. 

Watchful waiting An intervention in which no active treatment is offered to 

the person with depression if, in the opinion of the healthcare professional, the 
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person may recover without a specific intervention. All such patients should be 

offered a follow-up appointment. 

Young person An individual between the age of 12 and their 18th birthday. 




