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The Establishment and Evaluation of Internet-based Self-assessment
Program for Depression (ISP-D)
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The Internet is a new communication medium that permits investigators to contact

patients in nonmedical settings and study diseases through self-administered

questionnaires. Clinical depression will be the second most burdensome illness in



the world by the year 2020 (Murray & Lopez, 1997). It has high prevalence rate in
Taiwan and other countries. However, depression is underdiagnosed and
undertreated. Therefore we were thinking of combining Internet technology with
depression detection. Following the rapid development of the Internet technology, it
was expected to construct such a program smoothly. However, are self-assessment
tools for psychiatric or medical issues reliable on the Internet? What kind of role can
the Internet play on Medical Informatics? Can the Internet play the role of
combining the advantages of consumer’s convenience and professional expertise?
That is, if the Internet can be reliable, can it be as valid as a mental health
professional’s evaluation? How do people feel when they use this online program?
This study consisted of four parts. First, we constructed an Internet-based
Self-assessment Program for Depression (ISP-D). The program combined the
technologies of the Web server, interactive ASP/HTML files, and the Web-accessible
database. Second, after the construction was completed, the Internet users were
recruited to participate the study program through the Internet and conducted
self-administered interviews on the website. The test-retest reliability study was
performed to evaluate the reliability of ISP-D. Third, the validity of ISP-D was
conducted in limited cases to have initial evaluation of ISP-D validity. Forth,
participants’ degree of satisfaction was surveyed to understand the viewpoint of
users toward the Internet interview and the face-to-face interview.

The result showed that ISP-D could be established and well performed on an
inexpensive server with 512/512 Kbps ADSL line. The test-retest reliability of ISP-D
was good within 2-week interval and was fair for all time intervals for major
depressive disorder and subsyndromal depressive symptoms, but poor for minor
depressive disorder. The validity of ISP-D for major depressive disorder showed its
sensitivity 81.8%o, specificity 72.7%, Positive Predictive Value 66.7%, Negative
Predictive Value 85.7%, and overall accuracy 76.4%. Participants felt less shamed
and nervous, simpler, more convenient, and private on computer interview.
However, most of them preferred a psychiatrist&apos;&apos;s face-to-face
interview.

In conclusion, self-assessment program for depression can be successfully
established on the Internet. Most of the depressive disorders had high reliability and
validity. The ISP-D provides a continuously available, inexpensive, easily
maintained to a large number of individuals from a broad geographic area. It is
highly applicable to people with age equal to or older than 18 years and under 50
years in Chinese society. Many patients who had never received treatment could be
identified. Thus, the Internet can play an important role in primary and secondary

prevention, not only for depressive disorders, but also possibly for other mental



illnesses.



