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Mental Health Screens for Depression, 

Anxiety and Alcohol in Primary Care 
 

While the administrative logistics aspects of 

incorporating behavioral health screening tools into 

routine care can be a significant barrier, use of these 

tools is practical and can be quite helpful in identifying 

problems and monitoring patient progress over time.   

 

Ideally, such tools should be incorporated in the 

appointment registration process as a self-administered 

activity for patients in the waiting room, but absent that 

level of integration, provider familiarity with the 

questions can help in your clinical interview and 

interventions with patients.  Particularly when you have 

concerns or suspicions about behavioral health issues, 

asking the right questions can get the patient started on a 

track to care and recovery.    

 
Depression Screen: The Patient Health 

Questionnaire – nine. (PHQ-9)….. or the PHQ-2. 

www.phqscreeners.com/pdfs/02_PHQ-9/English.pdf 
 

The PHQ-9 is a simple tool to screen for depression. 

Scores above 10, 15, and 20 indicate moderate, moderate-

severe, and severe depression respectively. 

 

Why bother?:  Unrecognized and untreated depression 

may help explain lack of improvement and poor 

adherence and follow-up to medical conditions.  

Depression may be prevalent in up to 30-40% of patients 

with coronary artery disease, cerebrovascular disease, 

diabetes, and obesity.  Patients with a family history of 

mood disorders, post-partum women, and elderly with 

failure to thrive are some of the highest risk groups.  

Treatment of depression can significantly impact medical 

health and quality of life for many patients.  Treatment 

should involve psychosocial support and possibly use of 

antidepressant medications.    

 

Don’t have time?    Consider using the PHQ-2.   These 

two questions assess for 1) lack of interest or pleasure 

and 2) feeling down, depressed or hopeless.  

http://www.commonwealthfund.org/usr_doc/PHQ2.pdf  

 

 

 

 

Anxiety Screen:  The Generalized Anxiety Disorder 

Scale (GAD-7). 

http://www.lifesolutionsforyou.com/pdf/Generalized

_Anxiety_Disorder_Screener_GAD7.pdf 

 

The GAD-7 is a simple tool that is sensitive for Panic 

disorder, generalized anxiety disorder, social anxiety 

disorder and post-traumatic stress disorder. 

 

Why bother?:  Anxiety Disorders are the most prevalent 

group of psychiatric disorders.  About 1 in 5 patients in a 

primary care center may have a clinically significant 

anxiety disorder that goes unrecognized.  Anxiety 

disorders often co-occur with other medical and 

psychiatric conditions.  Treatments can involve cognitive 

therapy and use of serotonin reuptake inhibitors. 

  

Alcohol Abuse Screen:  The Alcohol Use Disorder 

Identification Test – Consumption (AUDIT-C). 

http://www.integration.samhsa.gov/images/res/tool_audit

c.pdf  

 

This 3 item questionnaire can help identify Alcohol use 

disorders or people who are hazardous drinkers. 
 

Why bother?:  Alcohol related disorders occur in about 

20% of the primary care patient population and are 

often missed.  Symptoms may minic other disorders and 

can include malaise, fatigue, headaches, memory issues, 

paresthesia, erectile dysfunction, hypertension, anxiety 

and mood disorders.  Abnormalities in blood tests 

(LFT’s, CBC, etc.) may not occur until much later.  

Middle-aged and elderly with mild anxiety from alcohol 

withdrawal might seek benzodiazepines compounding 

the health risks when combined with active drinking.  

Treatments exist for acute withdrawal (detox protocols), 

and for maintenance therapy (naltrexone, acamprosate).  

This will involve motivational interventions, self-help and 

12 step programs and a monitoring for future relapses. 

 

Bottom line:  Mental Health Screens can assist in 

decision making.  Appropriate treatment and 

referral is linked to asking the right questions. 
 

Call: SmartCare PC2@ 858-880-6405 

Email us @ pc2@smartcare.org 

Visit our webpage: 
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