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Abstract

Background—Adolescence is a key life period for the development of depression. Predicting
the development of depression in adolescence through detecting specific early symptoms may aid
in the development of timely screening and intervention programs.

Methods—We administered the Short Mood and Feelings Questionnaire (SMFQ) to 5,769
American and Australian students aged 10 to 15 years, at two time points, separated by 12 months.
We attempted to predict high levels of depression symptoms at 12 months from symptoms at
baseline, using statistical approaches based upon the quality, as well as the quantity, of depression
symptoms present. These approaches included classification and regression trees (CART) and
logistic regression.
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Results—A classification tree employing four SMFQ items, such as feelings of self-hatred and
of being unloved, performed almost as well as all 13 SMFQ items at predicting subsequent
depression symptomatology.

Limitations—Depression was measured using a self-report instrument, rather than a criterion
standard diagnostic interview.

Conclusion—Further validation on other populations of adolescents is required: however the
results suggest that several symptoms of depression, especially feelings of self-hatred, and being
unloved, are associated with increased levels of self-reported depression at 12 months. Although
screening for depression can be problematic, symptoms such as the ones above should be
considered for inclusion in screening tests for adolescents.

Keywords
depression; adolescents; screening; classification trees

1. Introduction

Experienced by up to 5% of the adolescent population at any one time (Sawyer et al., 2010),
depression is associated with many adverse outcomes in adulthood, including lowered
educational attainment (Kessler et al., 1995); increased risk of substance use and abuse
(McKenzie et al., 2010c; O’Donnell et al., 2006; Patton et al., 2002), and increased risk of
suicide (Costello et al., 2003). There has recently been a renewal of interest in the study of
this disorder at the level of individual symptoms, particularly in the identification of
depression in community settings (Lowe et al., 2010; Rhew et al., 2010). Although few
overall studies of depressive symptoms of adolescents exist (Patton et al., 2000), several
studies have attempted prediction of later episodes of depression from specific symptoms
such as feelings of worthlessness (Pine et al., 1999; van Lang et al., 2007; Van Voorhees et
al., 2008; Wilcox and Anthony, 2004). Predicting the development of psychiatric disorders
in adolescence by detecting key early symptoms may aid in the screening and treatment of
such disorders (McGorry et al., 2000; van Lang et al., 2007).

Unfortunately, few large prospective cohort studies in young people with the scope to
examine the predictive value of specific depressive symptoms have been conducted (van
Lang et al., 2007). Understanding the development of depressive symptoms in early
adolescence requires repetition of symptom measures over critical periods. The findings
around predicting depression several years into the future have so far been mixed. For
example, prediction of depression at ages 14 and 21, employing symptoms reported at age
five, had very limited accuracy (Najman et al., 2008). Symptoms reported in late
adolescence, however, were associated with depression in young adulthood, assessed six
(van Lang et al., 2007) or seven (Pine et al., 1999) years later. Similarly, symptoms of
internalizing disorder, such as timidity, sadness and tiredness, exhibited at ages 13 and 15
were associated with psychiatric disorders, including depression, up to 40 years later
(Colman et al., 2007).

Although early adolescence is important for the emergence of depression, there has been
little research into using depressive symptoms present in this life-stage to predict subsequent
depression over shorter time periods (Pine et al., 1999). One recent study found that feelings
of sadness and moodiness were highly predictive of adolescent depression 12 months later
(Van Voorhees et al., 2008). The present study is concerned with predicting high levels of
depressive symptoms in early adolescence, utilising a large sample of Australian and
American adolescents, over a 12 month period. We employ approaches based upon the
quality or type, as well as the quantity, of depression symptoms present. The former
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approach makes use of classification and regression trees (CART) (Breiman et al., 1984;
Gruenewald et al., 2008; Strobl et al., 2009), as well as logistic regression. Classification
trees make few assumptions of the data, are generally readily interpretable by clinicians and
researchers (Gruenewald et al., 2008), and can be used to identify salient combinations of
symptoms.

Identification of symptom patterns that are predictive of high levels of adolescent depression
may aid insight into the underlying aetiology of depression, as well as informing the
development of more efficient epidemiological tests for adolescent depression. Such tests
can aid in planning prevention and early intervention programs, in school and other settings
(Rhew et al., 2010; van Lang et al., 2007).

We hypothesise that the presence of depressive symptoms at the first data collection will be
predictive of high levels of symptoms 12 months later. Our examination of which specific
combinations of symptoms are most predictive extends earlier research that concentrated on
the total number of symptoms and / or on individual symptoms (Pine et al., 1999; Rhew et
al., 2010; van Lang et al., 2007; Wilcox and Anthony, 2004). The purpose of our study is to
identify such combinations of symptoms, and compare their predictive performance with
that of an approach based upon the number of symptoms. Finally, we discuss how such
approaches can be applied to screening for depression.

2. Methods

2.1. Recruitment and data collections

We employed a large sample of 5,769 students on whom information was collected as part
of a binational study of youth development, in the US state of Washington (WA), and the
Australian state of Victoria (VIC). In the first stage of a two-stage cluster sampling
procedure, schools were randomly selected from a stratified sampling frame of all of the
schools in WA (public, private and alternative) and VIC (Catholic, independent and
government). In the second stage of sampling, single intact classes from each school, for the
three selected grade levels described below, were chosen at random.

Students were initially aged 10 to 15 years in the first wave of data collection (2002), and
were in one of three primary or secondary school grades; grade five (10 to 11 year olds, n =
1870 or 32.4%), grade seven (12 to 13 year olds, n = 1947 or 33.7%) and grade nine (14 to
15 year olds, n = 1952 or 33.8%). In Victoria, 165 classes in 152 schools (65% of eligible
classes, n = 254) participated. In Washington, 155 classes in 153 schools (73% of eligible
classes, n = 212) participated. The initial age of the students at baseline or wave one ranged
from 9.7 to 17.2 years, with a mean age of 13.0 years (standard deviation or sd = 1.7 years)
and a median of 13.0 years (interquartile range = 11.3 to 14.7 years). A subsequent wave of
data collection took place 12 months later (2003).

There were approximately equal numbers of females (2941 or 51.0%, 95% CI = 49.0% to
53.0%) and males (2828 or 49.0%, 95% CI = 47.0% to 51.0%). Each state sought active
parental consent for student participation, and the research protocols were approved by the
relevant review boards and ethics committees. Further details of the study design are
available (McMorris et al., 2007; Patton et al., 2008).

2.2. Assessment

Depressive symptoms were assessed using the Short Mood and Feelings Questionnaire
(SMFQ) (Angold et al., 1995), a widely employed self-report measure of depressive
symptoms in early childhood and adolescence. The SMFQ consists of 13 items such as
“feeling miserable or unhappy” and “I was very restless”, referring to the past month.
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Responses are made on a three point scale (consisting of 0 “not true”, 1 “sometimes true”
and 2 “true”), summed to give a score representing level of depressed mood (Angold et al.,
2002; Messer et al., 1995). The mean SMFQ score at baseline for the analytic sample
described below was 6.9 (sd = 5.5), and at 12 months 6.8 (sd = 6.0). Almost a quarter of the
students met SMFQ caseness at baseline (22.0%, 95% CI = 20.6% to 23.4%).

The SMFQ correlates highly with other measures of depression (Kovacs, 1985; Wood et al.,
1995) and has been employed in a wide variety of studies (e.g., (Katon et al., 2008; Patton et
al., 2008; Rhew et al., 2010; Roeder et al., 2009; Rothon et al., 2009)). In keeping with
previous research, we defined depression caseness at 12 months as having an SMFQ score
of 11 or greater (Patton et al., 2008). Overall, 1215 (22.4%, 95% confidence interval or Cl =
21.0% to 23.8%) of the 5434 students that were analysed exhibited 12 month SMFQ
caseness. The latter was more prevalent in females (790 of 2796, or 28.2%, 95% CI = 26.2%
to 30.4%) than in males (425 of 2638 or 16.1%, 95% CI = 14.7% to 17.7%).

If only a small number (four or less) of SMFQ items are missing, missing items are
conventionally replaced with the mean of the remaining items (Angold et al., 1995). The
present analyses were restricted to the 5434 (94.2%) students with no more than four SMFQ
items missing at 12 months, but no missing items at baseline. The amount of missing data
was very low, with ninety-seven (1.7%) of the 5769 students having more than four missing
SMFQ items at 12 months, and 246 (4.3%) students having one or missing items at baseline.

2.3. Statistical analyses

We employed statistical methods based upon the number, as well as the type, of baseline
depressive symptoms. Approaches based upon the number of symptoms consisted of the
conventional SMFQ cut-off score of 11 or greater, and a cut-off determined empirically
using Receiver Operating Characteristic (ROC) curve analysis (Kraemer, 1992). The latter
technique was employed to find the SMFQ cut-off score balancing number of true positives
against number of false positives.

Approaches based upon the quality or type of symptoms consisted of logistic regression, and
CART. Logistic regression allows any intercorrelation between symptoms (McKenzie et al.,
2010a), as well as the effects of potential confounders such as age, to be statistically
controlled for. To facilitate interpretation, analysis of individual SMFQ items employed the
binary recoding described below.

CART (Breiman et al., 1984) was used to look at combinations of SMFQ items in the form
of a decision or classification tree. CART can be likened to both cluster analysis and
regression (McKenzie et al., 2006). However, unlike cluster analysis and latent class
analysis (Vermunt and Magidson, 2002), that do not usually directly involve outcome
variables such as SMFQ caseness, CART seeks to find subgroups defined by combinations
of items with similar values on the outcome variable. CART explicitly validates the
generality of its tree models, using by default 10-fold cross-validation (Breiman et al.,
1984). Datasets are randomly divided into 10 subsets, each subset in turn being used to test
the performance of the tree created with the other nine subsets.

CART and other tree-building methods have been applied in a wide variety of
epidemiological and other relevant studies (Allore et al., 2005; Batterham et al., 2009;
Calvocoressi et al., 2005; Craig et al., 1997; Davis et al., 2008; McKenzie et al., 2010g;
McKenzie et al., 2010b; McKenzie et al., 2006; McKenzie et al., 1993; Schmitz et al., 2003;
Schoevers et al., 2006; Sullivan et al., 2003; Wiffen et al., 2010; Wolfe et al., 2006).
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Measures of screening and diagnostic test performance (Kraemer, 1992) were calculated for
each symptom separately, as well as for the screening rules obtained using cut-offs, logistic
regression and CART. Performance measures consisted of sensitivity (probability of a
positive test result among those meeting criteria, such as 12 month SMFQ caseness),
specificity (probability of a negative test result amongst those not meeting criteria), positive
predictive value (probability of meeting criteria for those with a positive test result),
negative predictive value (probability of not meeting criteria for those with a negative test
result), and area under the ROC curve. The latter is equal to the probability that a random
individual meeting criteria has a higher value of the measurement (e.g. a positive test result)
than a random individual not meeting criteria. An area under the curve of 0.50 denotes
chance level performance (Kraemer, 1992).

The clustered nature of the school survey study design was handled within logistic
regression using robust estimation of variance (White, 1982). Confidence intervals for areas
under the ROC curve were obtained using the bootstrap technique (Efron and Tibshirani,
1993), which consists of repeatedly resampling from the dataset, in this case taking
clustering by school into account. Ten thousand bootstrap samples were employed. CART is
not able to control for possible clustering and so the final subgroups or “terminal nodes”
obtained using CART were compared using logistic regression (McKenzie et al., 2006;
Schmitz et al., 2003), allowing for clustering. The intraclass correlation coefficient (Muller
and Buttner, 1994), a measure of correlation within clusters such as schools, for 12 month
SMFQ caseness was 0.03. All confidence intervals presented in this paper take clustering
into account.

We employed CART, version 6 (Salford Systems, San Diego, California) for the tree-
building analyses, and Stata, version 11 (Stata Corporation, College Station, Texas) for all
other statistical analyses, including the bootstrap. Following our earlier study (Patton et al.,
2008) we analysed the combined sample, but included state (VIC or WA), as well as age and
gender, as potential confounders.

3.1. Analysis of individual items

A binary coding of “not true” and “sometimes true” versus “true” is often employed in
research involving the SMFQ (Angold et al., 1995). Our initial CART analyses of baseline
SMFQ items indicated, however, that the merging of “sometimes true” and “true” was more
highly associated (had higher Gini coefficients, described below) with SMFQ caseness at 12
months, than was the merging of “not true” and “sometimes true”. The former coding was
therefore employed in all analyses of individual items.

The percentage of students responding affirmatively (“sometimes true” or “true”), as well as
measures of test performance for each SMFQ item, are given in Table 1. Items one “I felt
miserable or unhappy” and three “I felt so tired I just sat around and did nothing”, were the
most frequently reported items (73.6% and 60.2% respectively). No one item stands out in
terms of overall screening and diagnostic performance. Item one exhibited the highest
sensitivity (90.6%), followed by item seven, “I found it hard to think properly or
concentrate” (79.8%). Item nine “I was a bad person” exhibited the highest specificity
(83.5%), followed by item eight “I hated myself” (82.4%). Items eight and eleven “I thought
nobody really loved me”, exhibited the highest positive predictive values (47.0% and 44.6%
respectively), while items one and seven exhibited the highest negative predictive value
(92.1% and 88.9% respectively).
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3.2. Empirical cut-off

ROC analysis ascertained that the best threshold or cut-off on total baseline SMFQ score, in
regard to predicting 12 month SMFQ caseness, was equal to a score of seven or greater.
Although in practice cut-offs usually do not take gender or other factors into account, the
same cut-off was obtained for both males and females, VIC and WA students, and both
younger than, and equal to or older than, the median age (13.0). For the total group, a cut-off
of seven exhibited a sensitivity of 76.5% (95% CI = 73.9% to 78.8%) and a specificity of
67.7% (95% CI = 66.0% to 69.3%). The total area under the ROC curve, expressed as a
percentage, was 78.9% (95% CI = 77.2% to 80.2%).

3.3. Logistic regression

The results of the logistic regression analyses of all 13 SMFQ items entered simultaneously
into the model are shown in Table 2. As the crude and adjusted (for age, gender and state)
odds ratios were found to be very similar, only the latter are shown. A preliminary overall
test, examining possible interactions between gender and each of the 13 SMFQ items
simultaneously, was not statistically significant (Wald test (Hosmer and Lemeshow, 2000),
adjusted for age and state, p = 0.87). Similarly, an overall test examining possible
interactions between state (Victoria, Washington) and each of the 13 SMFQ items
simultaneously, was not statistically significant (Wald test, adjusted for age and gender, p =
0.19). Finally, an overall test examining possible interactions between age of student and
each of the 13 SMFQ items simultaneously, was not statistically significant (Wald test,
adjusted for state and gender, p = 0.28).

All associations between SMFQ items and SMFQ caseness at 12 months were moderate
(odds ratios ranging from 1.1 to 1.6) and statistically significant, apart from that for item
three “I felt so tired I just sat around and did nothing”. This item exhibited similar
sensitivity, specificity, positive predictive value and negative predictive value to item seven
“l found it hard to think properly or concentrate”.

3.4. Classification and Regression Trees (CART)

In addition to the 13 SMFQ items, gender, age at baseline, and state (WA, VIC) were
available for selection by CART, although only the SMFQ items were actually selected by
the procedure. The resulting tree is shown in Figure 1.

At each stage of the tree-growing, CART chooses that variable with the lowest Gini index, a
measure of subgroup homogeneity or purity, on which to split the dataset (Breiman et al.,
1984). Splitting is continued until each subgroup is either fully homogenous (only one
outcome present), or becomes too small (e.g., five observations or less) for further splitting.
The resulting tree is then pruned back, balancing ‘cost’ (cross-validated performance)
against ‘complexity’ (number of non-terminal nodes) (Breiman et al., 1984).

The variable first selected by CART to split the dataset was SMFQ item eight “I hated
myself”. The subgroup consisting of students responding “sometimes true” or “true” to item
eight was not able to be split any further, as any increase in the number of nodes was not
accompanied by a commensurate increase in performance. This node is therefore classed as
a terminal node (terminal node one in Figure 1).

The subgroup comprising students that responded “not true” to item eight was subsequently
split on SMFQ item twelve “I thought | could never be as good as other kids”. The subgroup
of students responding “not true” to item twelve were not able to be split any further, and so
form the second terminal node. Those students responding “sometimes true” or “true” to
item twelve were split on item three “I felt so tired | just sat around and did nothing”. The
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subgroup of students responding "sometimes true" or "true" to item three was not able to be
split any further and so forms terminal node three. The students responding “not true” to
item three were split on item eleven “I thought nobody really loved me”. Neither of the
resulting subgroups was able to be split any further, forming terminal nodes four and five.

To examine possible confounding, we compared the five terminal nodes or subgroups of the
final tree using logistic regression, adjusting for the possible confounders of gender, age and
state. These variables were available to, but not chosen by, CART. Very similar logistic
regression results (not shown) were obtained with and without adjustment for possible
confounders, and with and without adjustment for clustering by school.

The above results apply to the CART analysis of individual SMFQ items. When total
baseline SMFQ score was entered into CART, the procedure selected the same cut-off value
(seven or greater) as that selected using the ROC analysis described above, and did not
subsequently choose any of the individual items.

3.5. Performance of screening rules

The screening and diagnostic performance of each rule is given in Table 3. The empirically
determined baseline SMFQ total score cut-off, of seven or higher, showed higher sensitivity
and negative predictive value, but lower specificity and positive predictive value, than the
commonly employed cut-off of 11 or more. Logistic regression performed almost identically
to the empirical cut-off. The CART tree, based upon only four items, exhibited
approximately the same specificity as the above methods, but had lower sensitivity and area
under the ROC curve. In the case of CART, the latter was based on only a limited number of
points, corresponding to the percentage of 12 month cases observed at each of the five
terminal nodes (Batterham et al., 2009).

4. Discussion

Our study contributes new information about the utility of early adolescent symptoms in
predicting subsequent high levels of depression symptoms. A relatively low level of
depression (cut-off of seven or higher on the total SMFQ score, and a subset of four items)
can provide efficient prediction of later elevated levels of adolescent depression. The quality
or type of symptoms is also important. For example, low self-worth was more predictive of
high levels of depression symptomatology at 12 months than either of the items associated
with the two core features of DSM/ICD depression, depressed mood (“I felt miserable or
unhappy” and anhedonia (“I didn’t enjoy anything at all™).

The CART analyses found that the symptom “I hated myself” was most predictive of high
depressive symptoms 12 months later. Two other predictive combinations of items were also
identified. The first predictive combination consisted of the presence of feelings of never
being as good as others, and of being unloved, but the absence of feelings of hating oneself
and feelings of tiredness. The other predictive combination consisted of the presence of
feelings of never being as good as others, and of feelings of tiredness, but the absence of
feelings of self-hatred. These predictions were maintained even when any effects of gender,
state and age were controlled for using logistic regression.

An overall baseline SMFQ score of seven or higher exhibited better performance, in terms
of higher sensitivity and specificity, but lower positive predictive value, than the
conventionally employed cut-off of 11 or higher. The latter threshold was not originally
developed for use in prediction, however. SMFQ caseness at 12 months is itself based upon
a simple cut-off (11+), which may favour rules built on the simple summation of items. The
logistic regression model provided useful information on the importance of each SMFQ
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item, in the form of odds ratios, and performed as well as the empirical cut-off, in regard to
all of the measures reported in Table 3. The CART tree did not perform quite as well as the
empirical cut-off or logistic regression, although the present study is not intended as a
formal comparison of the techniques. Tree-building methods have been shown to perform
better, (Allore et al., 2005; Batterham et al., 2009), worse (Austin et al., 2010; Wolfe et al.,
2006), or about the same as, regression (Lim et al., 2000), with no single computational or
statistical method having been shown to be consistently better across different datasets
(Alpaydin, 2010).

Logistic regression readily allows direct adjustment for possible confounders such as
gender, as well as clustered data, the latter being difficult to handle using current tree-
building methods. On the other hand, procedures such as CART incorporate built-in cross-
validation techniques, and readily cast light on combinations of items highly associated with
12 month SMFQ caseness. The CART tree shown in Figure 1 represents a brief screening
instrument, based on only four items, whereas the cut-offs and logistic regression were
based on all 13 SMFQ items. Similarly, although the logistic regression model indicated that
the association between feelings of tiredness and 12 month SMFQ caseness was not
statistically significant, CART found that tiredness combined with feelings of never being as
good as others was associated with 12 month caseness.

Although variable selection methods (Hosmer and Lemeshow, 2000) could be used to
develop brief screening tests based upon logistic regression, a potential advantage of brief
tests generated by CART is the branching nature of decision trees. Each participant may not
necessarily be required to answer each question. In the present application for example,
respondents answering in the affirmative to ‘I hated myself’, would not need to answer any
further questions. In contrast, a logistic regression equation based upon four symptoms
would require information on all four symptoms. As the two techniques have their own
advantages and disadvantages, it is suggested that CART be employed in conjunction with
logistic regression.

In regard to content, most brief depression screening instruments (Lowe et al., 2010),
including those for use with adolescents (Rhew et al., 2010), tend to concentrate on
depressed mood and anhedonia, the two core symptoms of ICD / DSM depression. Such
symptoms have been found to have high predictive value, as does feelings of worthlessness
(Wilcox and Anthony, 2004), included in a small number of brief depression screening tests
(Cully et al., 2005; McKenzie et al., 2010a). Our CART and logistic regression results also
show the importance of looking at other symptoms of depression, such as feelings of being
unloved, which may not be part of formal diagnostic criteria.

Further research is required in order to gain greater theoretical understanding of feelings of
being unloved and never being as good as others. For example, a study of adolescents found
that two items measuring self-worth also loaded highly on a factor representing
demoralization (Weber, 2000). Demoralization is typified by feelings of helplessness,
hopelessness, and worthlessness (Clarke et al., 2000; Frank and Frank, 1973). Although not
directly measured by the SMFQ, worthlessness has been found to be predictive of
subsequent depression in adolescents (Wilcox and Anthony, 2004), and adults (Murphy et
al., 2002).

An important implication of our findings is that high levels of depression symptoms can be
determined from specific symptoms reported 12 months previously. Brief screening rules,
such as the one generated using CART, may be usefully employed in schools or other
settings, although caution must be exercised. In particular, emotions commonly but
transiently experienced by adolescents as a result of stressors such as relationship problems,
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could otherwise be labeled as depression. This may result in undue distress and social stigma
(Horwitz and Wakefield, 2009). Although problematic, early identification of depression
and other disorders would ideally facilitate intervention and treatment.

For example, it has recently been suggested that clinical staging models, widely employed in
clinical medicine, could usefully be applied to depression (Hetrick et al., 2008), as well as
other psychiatric disorders (McGorry et al., 2006). Identification of disorders at an early
stage allows the use of simpler and more benign targeted interventions, leading to a better
prognosis. For such screening to be effective it must be accompanied by ready access to
diagnostic and treatment options (Sanci et al., 2010), as recently recommended by the US
Preventive Services Task Force (US Preventive Services Task Force, 2009).

In regard to scoring of screening instruments, CART can output trees in a form that is able
to be compiled on most computers, including handheld devices, in a similar manner to the
Chicago Adolescent Depression Risk Assessment (CADRA) (Van Voorhees et al., 2008). It
is likewise a simple matter to codify logistic regression equations, to facilitate computer-
based screening. Computer-based screening has been found to work at least as well as ‘pen
and paper’ tests (Patton et al., 1999), while a recent study found that young persons may be
more comfortable in disclosing sensitive information to a computer than to a person
(Stevens et al., 2008). Provided that various problems with administration can be overcome,
direct data entry and scoring in places such as waiting rooms may facilitate screening for
depression.

The use of automated screening tests obviously requires the use of computers or other
devices, which may not always be readily available. Simple cut-off scores often perform
well in practice, but provide little information as to which specific items are important
(McKenzie et al., 2004). It is generally straightforward for clinicians, parents, teachers and
health professionals to look out for the presence of small numbers of key symptoms, or
combinations of symptoms that may be identified using methods such as CART (McKenzie
et al., 2010a). Such symptom identification could supplement the use of more formal
screening procedures.

The strengths of our study are the large sample size, very low number of missing
observations, the exploration of gender as well as country-context interaction, and the use of
statistical techniques examining the quality of symptoms, as well as the quantity of
symptoms. A limitation of the study is that there was no criterion standard diagnostic
interview for depression, such as the Composite International Diagnostic Interview (CIDI)
(Robins et al., 1988). If such an instrument had been used, the various screening rules could
have been tested against a diagnostic standard. In addition, the optimum cut-off for
determining 12 month caseness on the SMFQ, as well as caseness at baseline, could have
been empirically determined using ROC analysis. Furthermore, use of a diagnostic standard
would have enabled more accurate estimation of the prevalence of depression, self-report
screening instruments generally over-estimating caseness {Kraemer, 1992 #928%}. Based
upon the conventional cut-off of an SMFQ score of 11 or higher, almost a quarter of the
students exceeded this cut-off at baseline, and at 12 months. Further research into
determining SMFQ cut-offs, with the use of a diagnostic standard, would appear to be
required.

Another limitation is that we are only predicting depression over two waves of data.
Although depressive symptoms that emerge in adolescence are associated with depression in
adulthood (Colman et al., 2007; Pine et al., 1999; van Lang et al., 2007; Van Voorhees et al.,
2008; Wilcox and Anthony, 2004), there is evidence that adolescent depression may be
highly episodic in nature (Holsen et al., 2000; Mazza et al., 2010). Moreover, the stability of
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specific depressive symptoms, as well as the overall number of symptoms, would appear to
be low across 12 month and longer periods (Lewinsohn et al., 2003). Examination of the
persistence or otherwise of depressive symptomatology would require more than one follow-

up.

In conclusion, although further validation on other populations, accompanied by the use of a
diagnostic standard, is required, our results suggest that several symptoms of depression,
especially feelings of self-hatred, and being unloved, are associated with increased levels of
self-reported early adolescent depression at 12 months. Such symptoms should be
considered for inclusion in screening tests for adolescent depression that focus on the type of
symptoms present.
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Figure 1.
CART (Classification and Regression Tree) analysis predicting SMFQ caseness at 12 month
follow-up
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Logistic regression predicting SMFQ caseness at 12 month follow-up from baseline SMFQ items (binary

Table 2
coding)
SMFQ item@ adjusted ORDP | Pvalue | 95% CI
1 Miserable or unhappy 14 p<0.001 | 1.2-1.8
2 Didn’t enjoy anything 12 0.03 1.01-14
3 Tired 11 0.31 0.9-1.3
4 Restless (couldn’t sit still) 14 p<0.001 | 1.1-1.6
5 No good 1.4 p<0.001 | 1.2-1.7
6 Cried a lot 13 p<0.001 | 1.1-1.6
7 Poor concentration 1.4 p<0.001 | 1.1-1.6
8 Hated myself 16 p<0.001 | 1.3-20
9 Bad person 12 0.03 1.02-1.5
10 Lonely 14 p<0.001 | 1.2-1.6
11 Unloved 15 p<0.001 | 1.2-1.8
12 Never be any good 15 p<0.001 | 1.2-1.7
13 Did everything wrong 13 0.01 1.1-15

a . . - . .
Each item coded as present if participant reported it as at least sometimes true

bLogistic regressions were performed with all SMFQ items entered simultaneously, with the outcome being 12 month SMFQ caseness (score of 11
or higher), taking clustering by school into account. Odds ratios (OR) are adjusted for the possible confounders of gender, age at baseline and state

(Washington, Victoria).
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