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International comparability of depression scores from self-
report scales: opportunities and challenges
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Self-report scales are widely used worldwide, particularly
in the area of depressive disorders. When comparing
study results from different countries, it is often implicitly
assumed that the results from the same self-report scale
from different countries are comparable. However, even
when scales are perfectly translated, linguistic or cultural
differences can lead to a different dimensionality of the
instrument and to different ratings of the individual
items. Differences in depression scale scores between
countries therefore do not automatically reflect differences
in the severity of depression between countries, but may
also reflect differences in the understanding and weight-
ing of individual items by the populations. Reliability, and
therefore measurement accuracy, may also vary between
countries. Therefore, before comparing the results of
depression scales from different countries, it must be
proven that the same depression scale in different coun-
tries is indeed measuring the same construct and that the
measured severity levels are comparable. This is the
question addressed by a recent study published in The
Lancet Regional Health - Europe' using one of the most
widely used self-report depression scales worldwide, the
Patient Health Questionnaire-8 (PHQ-8).”

Arias-de la Torre et al. base their evaluations on a data
set from 27 European countries with a total of 258,888
participants, which justifies a high representativeness and
generalisability of the results for the countries involved.’
With the PHQ-8, which consists of the first 8 items of
the original 9-item Patient Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-
9),>* the authors have chosen an instrument translated
into over 100 languages. The advantage of the PHQ-9 and
the PHQ-8 over other depression scales is that their items
reflect the diagnostic criteria of the Diagnostic and Sta-
tistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5-TR, DSM-5,
DSM-1V), and the International Classification of Dis-
eases (ICD-10, ICD-11), resulting in particularly good
criterion validity.* Although already demonstrated in
countless previous studies, the Arias-de la Torre et al.
study provides very solid confirmation that the structure of
the PHQ-8 is unidimensional in all countries studied and
that the PHQ-8 measures depression severity with high
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reliability."** This in itself is valuable. However, the
unique scientific value of the study is that its results
demonstrate the international comparability of the scoring
of the PHQ-8. Specifically, this means that, at the group
level, results from the PHQ-8 administered in English in
the UK are comparable to those administered in Italian in
Italy, for example. Thus, epidemiological and clinical
studies using the PHQ-8 as an outcome can now be
meaningfully conducted across the 27 countries that
participated in the study.

Limitations arise with regard to transferability to
other self-report instruments: Since the equivalence of
the PHQ-8 and PHQ-9 scores has been established in a
recent individual patient data meta-analysis,® it is very
likely that the results found here for the PHQ-8 also
largely apply to the PHQ-9. Still, results cannot be
transferred to other self-report instruments or to lan-
guages or countries not involved in the study. Second, it
should be noted that no specific cut-off values of the
PHQ-8 have been compared. Thus, no statement can be
made as to whether the same cut-off values for the
screening of depressive disorders are valid in different
countries. Finally, it is important that the authors make
clear that uncritical comparison of depression scores
across countries is not without problems. The authors
themselves had previously compared the prevalence of
depression in the 27 countries using the same data set
as in the current study."” Strictly speaking, the interna-
tional comparability of the PHQ-8 results should have
been established here before reporting cross-national
prevalences assessed with this instrument.

What do the results mean for clinical practice? In
contrast to the use of the PHQ-8 at the group level
addressed in the present study,' its uncritical use at the
individual level, for example as a screening tool for
depression, is of course even more problematic, as both
false-positive and false-negative results can have adverse
consequences. International guidelines on depression
screening unfortunately vary widely in whether they
recommend general screening for depressive disorders,
screening of at-risk groups, or no screening at all — not
surprising, since efficacy studies are almost completely
lacking in this regard. In any case, it is crucial for effec-
tive depression screening that positive screening results
lead to clinical consequences, e.g. a subsequent consul-
tation for further diagnosis and therapy referral. Results
of a current randomized-controlled trial show that a
feedback of the screening result to the patient and the
physician can reduce depression severity as compared to
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feedback to physician only.* Although this trial is
currently being replicated in two larger and independent
samples,” its results point to the importance of actively
involving patients in the screening process.

The core message of the article by Arias-de la Torre
et al.! is that the PHQ-8 is a self-report instrument for
depressive disorders that is not only reliable and factor-
stable, but also internationally comparable. This opens
up new opportunities for comparative international
research to substantiate the role of self-report scales in
screening, severity assessment and monitoring of
psychopathology.
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