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Abstract
Depression is one of the most important causes of disabil-
ity in the world, causes considerable suffering, and prob-
lems associated with depression are extremely costly to
society. Depression is one of the most common and debil-
itating illnesses of older people that is frequently overlooked.
The most recent epidemiological study in Mexico estimat-
ed the lifetime prevalence of major depressive episodes
among people 18 to 54 years old to be 7.8%, only second
to alcohol dependence (8.2%). A previous study found that
older adults tend to have higher levels of depression than
younger adults. There are important gaps of information
about depression among the elderly. Along with refined
measurement approaches, further research is needed on
risk and protective factors for depression as these factors
might highlight the areas that need to be targeted. Address-
ing depression among the elderly can significantly contrib-
ute in reduced health care costs, lowered disability, morbidity
and mortality. This could yield important savings, freeing
resources that might become available for the attention of
important health care needs.
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Resumen
La depresión es una de las causas más importantes de dis-
capacidad en el mundo, genera considerable sufrimiento a
quienes la padecen, y los problemas asociados con ella son
extremadamente costosos para la sociedad. La depre-
sión es una de las enfermedades más debilitantes y más
comunes entre los ancianos; sin embargo, generalmente es
pasada por alto. El estudio epidemiológico más reciente
en México estima que la prevalencia de episodios de de-
presión mayor es de 7.8% en la población de entre 18 y
54 años de edad, superada únicamente por la dependencia
al alcohol (8.2%). Un estudio previo encontró que los adul-
tos mayores tienden a presentar niveles de depresión más
altos que los adultos jóvenes. Hay importantes brechas de
información acerca de la depresión entre los ancianos. Es
preciso afinar las técnicas de medición, y se requiere más
investigación acerca de factores de riesgo y protección para
la depresión, ya que ello puede dar la pauta para establecer
áreas de intervención. Atender la depresión entre las per-
sonas de edad avanzada puede contribuir significativamente
a reducir costos de atención en salud, disminuir la discapa-
cidad, la morbilidad y la mortalidad. Esto generaría im-
portantes ahorros y liberaría recursos que podrían ser
dedicados a la atención de otras necesidades de salud.

Palabras clave: depresión; envejecimiento; atención primaria
de salud; hipertensión; diabetes mellitus; México
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Growth of the older population in Mexico

During the past 50 years, the profile of the Mexican
population has changed profoundly and rapidly.

The population over 60 years has increased from 5.1%
of the total population or one million people in 1940 to
6.1% or about five million people in 1990, and it is ex-
pected that the population aged 60 years or more will
increase to 14.6% of the total population by the year
2025.1,2 In other words, since 1940, the number of peo-
ple 60 years of age and older has increased consistent-
ly, relative to the rest of the Mexican population. In all,
about 17 million Mexican people will be 60 years or
older in the year 2025.3

The aging of the population is associated with
higher morbidity, mortality, disability, and associat-
ed costs. In part, these problems result from accumu-
lation of toxic exposures, quality of life, and nutrition
as well as traumatic events over the years, problems
that interact with the naturally occurring process of
general decline of the immune system among the eld-
erly.4 The increasing number of elderly with health
problems already are taxing the health care delivery
system in Mexico. For example, 30% of the beds at
general hospitals are being used by older adults.5 and
about 20% of all the outpatient visits are for this age
group. These data show that the needs of the elderly
are overpowering the available resources and capaci-
ties of the health care system in Mexico as of today.
The aging of the population will undoubtedly create
greater needs for appropriate health and mental
health care.

In Mexico, there will be at least 17.4 million cases
of mental disorders among older persons in the year
2000, 62% more cases than in 1985.6 Anxiety disorders,
alcohol abuse or dependence, cognitive impairment,
and affective disorders are expected to be the most
prevalent problems. If studies from the United States
and elsewhere are any guide, mental disorders of the
elderly are often not well assessed or treated but are
associated with important functional outcomes.7,8 To
the extent that mental disturbances are unrecognized
and not addressed, psychiatric conditions are associ-
ated with unnecessary burden and cost to older Mexi-
cans, their families, and the nation. While we realize
there are gaps in knowledge which will only be an-
swered by careful research in Mexico, the purpose of
this article is to call attention to a condition for which
effective treatment is available but which frequently is
under-treated in older persons, namely, depression.

Depression as a public health concern

Comorbidity of depression with other public health problems

Depression can increase the risk for somatic diseases
and accidents, may accelerate or aggravate function-
al impairment progression, and may cause unneces-
sary delays in disease recovery. The body of evidence
linking depression with other health problems is al-
ready impressive. Depression has been found to be
associated with anxiety disorders, primarily with pan-
ic and social phobia, substance abuse, suicide, and
heart attacks; also, with increased mortality in the
young, in the elderly, and in depressed stroke patients.
Additional problems associated with depressive ill-
ness are diminished immunological responses, diabe-
tes mellitus, chronic pain, gastrointestinal complaints,
somatoform disorders, migraine headaches, cancer,
Alzheimer’s disease, bone fractures, and various neu-
rologic conditions such as Parkinson’s disease and
stroke.8,9

Several studies have shown that patients with
depression tend to be high utilizers of medical servic-
es.10-12 In turn, the over-utilization of services is likely
to have an impact on several areas of mental health
care delivery, primarily due to the lack of efficiency
and effectiveness that result from increases in services
utilization (e.g., increased costs, diminished availabil-
ity of services). For example, conservative estimates
show that primary care patients who meet one or
more of eight DSM-III-R criteria for major depression
have higher health care costs ($ 2 390) than patients
with sub-threshold disorders ($ 1 098), and than those
who do not meet any criteria for a psychiatric disorder
($ 749).13 At a 12-month follow up, it was estimated
that only about 10% of the total cost in the most affect-
ed group was due to mental health care costs. There-
fore, the higher costs associated with psychiatric
disorders are due to greater utilization of all types of
inpatient and outpatient medical services, and not just
due to increased costs associated with utilization of
psychiatric services. Another recent longitudinal study
that focused on older adults found that health care costs
for patients with significant depressive symptoms were
about 50% higher than costs for those without symp-
toms, and the difference remained statistically signifi-
cant even after controlling for differences in age, sex,
and chronic medical illness. The difference in costs was
not explained by increased use of specialty mental
health care.14
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Diabetes mellitus, cardiovascular disease, and depression

In response to the aging of the Mexican population,
the “Programa de Reforma del Sector Salud 1995-2000”
specified interventions for the adult and elderly pop-
ulations with three sub-programs: tuberculosis preven-
tion and control; hypertension detection and control;
and, diabetes mellitus detection and control.1 The
above response-plan is important because diabetes and
hypertension have been identified as major causes of
death, morbidity and disability.15-17 In addition, a study
found that, on the average, diabetes and hypertension
were the most expensive treatments of an institutional
state care system in Mexico [$ 240.42 Mexican pesos
(about $ 30 dollars) and $ 312.54 ($ 40 dollars), respec-
tively], as compared to prenatal care [$ 92.26 (or $ 12
dollars)] and diarrhea ($ 93.76 Mexican pesos), which
were the least expensive.18 Other authors have found
even higher costs in hypertension medical care.19

Given that an increase of the medical problems
mentioned above is associated with the aging of the
population, it is important to highlight the associations
found between diabetes and depression and that
patients with depression are at increased risk of death
from coronary heart disease (CHD).20 Recently, a lon-
gitudinal study analyzed the effects of increased de-
pression on risk of death and stroke or myocardial
infarction (MI), among a sample of 4 508 individuals
60 years and older enrolled in a longitudinal clinical
trial of isolated systolic hypertension in the U.S.21 The
study used the Center for Epidemiological Studies of
Depression (CES-D) to measure depression. A 5-unit
increase in CES-D score for depressive symptoms was
found to be associated with a 25% increase in the risk
of death and an 18% increase in the risk of stroke or
myocardial infarction, after accounting for covariates
such as age, sex, race, years of education, history of MI
and diabetes, and current smoking status.

Another longitudinal study estimated the risk of
MI associated with a prior history of major depressive
episode to be 4.54 times greater (95% CI, 1.65 to 12.44),
than among those who did not report depressive symp-
toms, even after controlling for coronary risk factors.22

Moreover, the study also analyzed the role of specific
kinds of medicines, concluding that the association
between psychotropic medication use and MI was
probably a reflection of the primary relationship be-
tween depression and MI. This study addressed many
of the considerations discussed by Borja-Aburto and
colleagues,4 namely, the use of information from com-
munity samples, statistical power, and the use of stan-
dardized measurements and instruments for data
gathering. It is becoming increasingly clear that depres-

sion is a major contributor to the course and severity
of heart disease, and that in later life the two condi-
tions may have a synergistic relationship. 23

Suicide and depression

The general rate of suicide in Mexico is estimated to
be 2.55 per 100,000 persons (4.4 for males and 0.8 for
females), the higher rates being found among people
75 years and older and between 15 to 19 years.24

Although the general rate of suicide in the U.S. is higher
than in Mexico (11.9 suicides per 100 000 persons; 19.8
for males and 4.4 for females),25 a similar ratio of
male:female suicide rates is observed (4.4/0.8= 5.5 in
Mexico, 19.8/4.4= 4.5 in the U.S.).

Common medical conditions, treatments, medica-
tions, and depression can increase the risk of suicide.26

Although treatable, depression is often not treated,
and suicide rates are high among depressed elderly per-
sons.27 Actually, depression is the psychiatric condition
most often linked to suicide among older adults.28 A
consistent finding from a number of studies of older
persons reveals that they had seen their physician with-
in a short interval before completing suicide. In some
cases, suicide victims thought they had terminal ill-
ness without any evidence, or thought their physician
was hiding information about severe illness. In other
cases, victims of suicide might have faced inadequate
treatment of depression, either because they were pre-
scribed an incorrect medication or because the dose
was inadequate.29 These findings show the importance
of recognizing and adequately treating depression,
particularly in primary care settings.

Depression and substance use/misuse

Using data from the National Household Survey on
Addictions 1993, Tapia and colleagues explored drug
use among people aged 60 to 64 years, the oldest re-
spondents included in the survey. These authors found
a high rate of psychotherapeutic drug use (28% for
women and 17% for men). The most commonly used
drugs were central system depressant drugs (22% of
the women and 13% of the men). Interestingly, about
85% reported to use these drugs by medical prescrip-
tion.30 Elderly patients may receive several medications
from numerous physicians in pursuit of symptomatic
relief from unrecognized depression, because therapeu-
tic interventions might be duplicated or contradictory
and might be associated with the development of neu-
roadaptation to tranquilizers, sedatives and opiate
analgesics. Transient fevers, arrhythmias and changes
in mental status in the elderly may not be recognized
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as a cluster of symptoms indicating a withdrawal syn-
drome, and thus the cycle of dependence might be ex-
panded.31 Thus, recognizing depression is considered
an important first step in the treatment response for
those who have alcohol and other drug dependence.32

Unfortunately, as noted by Gallo and Lebowitz, sub-
stance abuse and dependence have not been well stud-
ied in the elderly.33

Depression and disability

Depression not only leads to higher health care costs
but also to considerable and unnecessary suffering of
patients. Psychiatric disorders are associated with high
levels of disability, showing a dose-response relation-
ship (those patients with more psychiatric morbidity
and co-morbidity have higher levels of disability). A
World Health Organization (WHO) study of 25 916
people who consecutively attended primary health care
facilities in 14 countries found the functioning from
depressed patients to be comparable or worse than
that of patients with a major chronic medical disease.34

This finding is supported by an extensive literature
review that led other researchers to conclude that mi-
nor depression was associated with absenteeism from
work and was responsible for 9 to 16% of total disabil-
ity days.35 As part of an international collaborative
study sponsored by the World Health Organization
(WHO), standardized instruments were used in a two-
stage sampling/screening strategy in three primary
health clinics in Santiago, Chile. Disability was evalu-
ated using two measurements: the Social Disability
Scale and a self-report questionnaire. One third of pri-
mary health care patients with one or more psycho-
logical disorders suffered moderate to severe disability,
a rate that was twice as high as among patients with-
out a diagnosis of a psychological disorder.36 Unfortu-
nately, this international study did not include older
adults.

The serious implications of these findings are high-
lighted when viewed in relation to the findings of a
study by the World Health Organization, the World
Bank, and the Harvard School of Public Health on the
global burden of diseases. In this cross-regional, world-
wide study, the impact of several health problems was
evaluated by analyzing the number of deaths attribut-
ed to a particular disease as well as the impact of pre-
mature death and disability on the population. For this
purpose, the DALY (Disability-Adjusted Life Years)
was developed as an indicator of disease burden. A
DALY represents a lost year of healthy life. In this man-
ner, it was found that depression (unipolar major de-
pression) and its health and social consequences was

the fourth most important cause of disease during the
1990’s. This study also shows that depression will be
the second most important source of disease burden
by the year 2020, given the aging of the population.
These findings apply to all regions of the world.37 In
particular, for the region comprised of Latin American
and Caribbean countries, the report highlights that the
group of communicable diseases will show important
declines in disease burden (34.7 million Disability-
Adjusted Life Years in 1990 vs. 13.5 in 2020), while the
group of non-communicable diseases will show the
greatest increase. The number of DALYs associated
with depression will increase more than 60% from 1990
to the year 2020, so that disability attributed to depres-
sion will rival that due to cardiovascular disease. The
next section will review studies that can help unravel
the scope and distribution of depressive disorders in
terms of person, time, and place.

Epidemiology of depression

Mexico

We are unable to provide recent national estimates of
the prevalence and incidence of depression in Mexico.
Therefore, we present findings from studies of depres-
sion in Mexico that have used probability samples
based on specific populations. The rationale for limit-
ing the revision to community and primary care health
care samples is that convenient and clinical samples
may confound associations of depression with refer-
ral patterns, severity and/or duration of the disorder,
or functional impairment, as well as with socioeconom-
ic factors associated with access and utilization of
health services. In contrast, this review is aimed at pro-
viding an overview of the scope and impact of depres-
sion in the general population of Mexico.

Studies on depression in Mexico have focussed on
different populations and have used different meth-
odological strategies and instruments.38 This review
may be useful in constructing an overview of the
present and future scope of the problem. Also, we have
included data from other countries to provide a gener-
al sense of the characteristics of depression in coun-
tries other than Mexico to develop a plan about what
can be accomplished regarding the problem of depres-
sion from systematic, continued efforts.

An overview on some of the most important stud-
ies available in Mexico at the beginning of the 1970’s
led Dr. Cabildo Arellan39 to estimate the prevalence of
“neurotic reactions” at about 10% to 13% of the gener-
al population, and about 1 in 4 persons over 15 years
of age. Neurotic reactions were used as indicators of
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neurotic disorders, because it was thought that the di-
agnostic criteria for these disorders were less well de-
fined than those for other disorders.

More recently, in 1987, a cross-sectional survey
was conducted in Tijuana, Baja California, Mexico, in
order to measure the scope of depressive symptoms
among people 18 years of age or older.40 Participants
in that study were selected via a multi-stage, system-
atic random sample of 50 clusters. The data were gath-
ered by social workers that conducted structured
interviews with 991 respondents. The mean age of
those participating in the survey was 34 years, and
about 10% were 60 or more years old. A cutoff point of
16 or above in the CES-D questionnaire score was used
as an indicator of depression. All in all, 19.1% of males
and 33.0% of females scored the same or above the case-
ness threshold. The sex-adjusted mean in the CES-D
score was higher for those 50 years or more than the
overall mean, suggesting that older adults tend to have
higher levels of depression than do younger adults.

Other studies of depression in Mexicans have not
focused on older persons. A study of depression among
students 8-10 years old was conducted in west Gua-
dalajara, Jalisco, (one of the three most populated Mex-
ican cities). A multi-stage systematic random sample
of 377 children was obtained (about 10% of the 3 967
registered students in third to fifth grade), gathering
the data through face-to-face interviews by practic-
ing physicians (pasantes en servicio social). The preva-
lence of depression was calculated using a cutoff of 16
points or above in the CES-D. Depression was the sec-
ond most prevalent condition (46.3%) with females
(52.2%) having a higher proportion than males (40.6%).
The only disorder that was more prevalent than de-
pression was aggressive conduct disorder (48.9%).41 A
binational survey among adolescent students was con-
ducted in six cities of Texas and neighboring Tamauli-
pas. The CES-D was also used, with a cutoff of 16 points
or above. Depressive symptoms were less frequent
among Mexican youths (39.4%) than among Texan
youths (48.1%).42

Recently, Caraveo and colleagues used an adapt-
ed version of the World Health Organization Compos-
ite International Diagnostic Interview (CIDI), known
as CIDI-Fresno, to collect data from a representative
sample of adults 18-64 years old, in Mexico City. This
is the most comprehensive study ever conducted in
Mexico of psychiatric disorders with a large commu-
nity sample. Findings from this study are being pub-
lished, however, it will be possible to obtain estimates
of the lifetime and 12-month prevalence of major
depression and several other mental disorders, accord-
ing to the 10th edition of the International Classifica-

tion of Diseases (ICD-10), and the 3rd revised and 4th
editions of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders (DSM-III-R and DSM-IV). In addi-
tion, this study will yield important information re-
garding the association of mental disorders and
disability as well as about the help seeking process
among persons with mental disorders.43 Preliminary
estimates of the lifetime prevalence of major depres-
sive episode among persons 18 to 54 years old is ap-
proximately 7.8%, only second to alcohol dependence
(8.2%).44

All of the studies described earlier have contrib-
uted important information regarding the scope and
distribution of depression among children, adolescents
and adults. However, it is necessary to acknowledge
the scarcity of information on the epidemiology of de-
pression among the elderly.

Other populations

In the United States (U.S.), the 12-month prevalence of
major depression varies according to the population
under study: 2-4% in community samples; 5-10% in
primary care settings; 6-14% in inpatient medical
wards.9,45 The prevalence of patients with depressive
symptoms that fall short of meeting the criteria for a
diagnosis of major depression is at least 2-3 times that
of those who receive a diagnosis of major depression.
Young adults are the most affected, with the elderly
showing lower prevalence rates than would be ex-
pected. Estimates of the lifetime prevalence of de-
pression based on the National Comorbidity Survey, a
national representative stratified study of mental dis-
orders in the U.S., are considerably higher for women
(21.3%) than for men (12.7%).46 This high prevalence is
troublesome because major depression can be recur-
rent and, at times, chronic. Typically, persons who suf-
fer from depression have repeated episodes over time,
but approximately 25 to 50% of cases only have a sin-
gle episode. We are not aware of studies with commu-
nity epidemiologic samples that have estimated the
incidence or prevalence of seasonal depression, a
course specifier for mood disorders included in the
DSM-IV.47 However, methods of depression ascertain-
ment in epidemiologic studies include persons who
meet criteria for major depression, and are inclusive
of the presence of seasonal affective disorder.

Other studies have been conducted throughout the
world regarding mental disorders in general, and de-
pression in particular, many of them based on transla-
tions of standardized instruments that include the
Diagnostic Interview Schedule (DIS), the Composite
International Diagnostic Interview (CIDI), the Center
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for Epidemiologic Study of Depression (CES-D) scale,
and the General Health Questionnaire (GHQ). A sa-
lient finding from some studies has been that people
from Latin America and Japan obtain higher scores on
some sub-scales or items of these instruments when
compared to the original population for which the in-
struments were designed. Differences may indicate that
the meaning and domains of depression may be cul-
turally sensitive.48-52 For example, Salgado-de-Snyder
and Maldonado50 argue that in the U.S. a cutoff point
of the CES-D score is associated with the 80th percen-
tile, or 16 points. The corresponding cutoff threshold
in a sample of adult women in rural areas of the Mex-
ican states of Jalisco and Michoacán ought to be 18
points. At lower thresholds, the prevalence of depres-
sion would be over 60% which the authors thought was
probably too high.

Another interesting methodological issue when
measuring depression is that Mexican Americans are
more likely than non-Hispanic Whites to endorse items
related to lack of positive affect and that U.S.-born
Mexican Americans are more likely to report somatic
and negative affect symptoms than Mexican-born peo-
ple surveyed in the U.S.53 These differences in depres-
sion between the U.S.-born Mexican Americans and
those born in Mexico were not accounted for by differ-
ences in acculturation, strain, social resources, social
conflict, and education. Results of additional studies
on this topic suggest that unmeasured variables such
as selective migration or return, or generation differ-
ences, might account for the differences in depression
symptoms.54

More research is needed in this area, and an im-
proved understanding of the cross-cultural expression
of depression is necessary for a better comprehension
of the problem. While we await special studies to ad-
dress cultural similarities and differences of depres-
sion among the population, it may be possible to
examine the influence culture has on depression by an-
alyzing findings from studies of countries with shared
cultural characteristics (i.e., Mexico and other Latin
American countries, the U.S. and the United Kingdom).
In this topic, studies participating in the International
Consortium in Psychiatric Epidemiology are most in-
teresting and definitely will be useful in improving our
understanding of similarities and differences in the
scope and distribution of psychiatric disorders across
countries. The recent survey of 3 012 Mexican-Ameri-
cans who were born in the United States or who mi-
grated from Mexico to Fresno County, California, U.S.,
is an excellent example. In this study, a probability com-
munity sample was surveyed allowing interviewees
to choose the language in which they wanted to be in-

terviewed (i.e., English or Spanish). Consistent with
prior research among Mexican-Americans,55 this study
found that Mexican immigrants have lower lifetime
rates of mental disorders than decendents of Mexicans
born in the U.S. In particular, an estimated 5.2% of
Mexican immigrants met criteria for at least one epi-
sode of major depression in their lifetime, while de-
cendents of Mexicans born in the U.S had a higher rate
(14.8%). However, these rates are lower than the esti-
mated 18.3% found by the U.S. National Comorbidity
Survey for all ethnic groups of Hispanics taken togeth-
er.44 Merikangas and colleagues found that despite
important sociocultural differences across six countries
–Mexico included– a lifetime history of mood and anx-
iety disorders was associated with alcohol problems
or dependence, as well as with other drug problems or
dependence.56

In spite of the great interest on psychological and
psychiatric disorders in the primary health care sector,
studies about depression are not yet common in Latin
America. In addition to the studies conducted in Mex-
ico, a few studies of psychological disorders have also
been conducted in Chile. Three recent studies in Chile
found similar prevalence rates of psychological disor-
ders among patients in primary health care clinics. One
of these studies used the Self-Reporting Questionnaire
(SRQ) and found a prevalence of 51.9% among patients
attending to two general health care clinics in Con-
cepción.57 Another study used the Clinical Interview
Schedule-Revised (CIS-R) in Lo Prado and found a
prevalence rate of 53.4%.58 In the third study, as part of
an international collaborative effort coordinated by the
WHO in primary health care centers, Florenzano and
colleagues36 found a weighted prevalence of 53.5% of
any psychological disorder diagnosis in Santiago. The
most frequent diagnosis was depression (29.5%) fol-
lowed by generalized anxiety disorder, which affected
18.7% of the patients. Unfortunately, these studies
did not include substantial numbers of older adults;
however, the findings highlight the high rates of dis-
tress experienced by persons receiving health care.

Health services

Pathways to mental health care

Goldberg and Huxley59,60 formulated the model of
“Pathways to Mental Health Care” to describe the pro-
cess by which individuals become defined as mentally
ill and eventually receive mental health services. The
first level includes all individuals in the community
with an episode of mental disorders (which Goldberg
and Huxley estimated at 260 to 315 per thousand per
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year in the United Kingdom). The corresponding fil-
ter between the first and the second level is the “ill-
ness behavior”, that is, the response of the individual
and the community to the symptoms (e.g., denial, ne-
glecting, segregation, somatization, support and refer-
ral). The second level corresponds to people in primary
health care who have an episode of mental disorders
and seek help (230 per thousand per year). Thus, the
filter to the next level is recognition of the mental dis-
order by the doctor. The third level includes those pa-
tients in primary health care who have been identified
as having a mental disorder by their doctors (102 per
thousand per year), and the filter to the next level con-
sists of the referral and admission to mental health ser-
vices. The fourth level corresponds to cases of mental
disorders that receive specialized mental health ser-
vices (24 per thousand per year). Finally, the fifth level
corresponds to cases in psychiatric hospitals (6 per
thousand per year).

Most persons with psychological distress never
pass beyond the first two levels. Only a small propor-
tion of people is identified and seen in specialized set-
tings. It appears that most individuals with depressive
and anxiety related disorders remain within the first
two levels, while patients in the fifth level have more
severe conditions that may be more disruptive, such
as organic mental disorders or schizophrenia. Gold-
berg and Huxley provide extensive evidence that com-
mon mental disorders in the community level account
for enormous suffering, severe disability and elevated
financial costs.45 From the perspective of public men-
tal health, it is essential to keep this framework in mind.
Since most cases occur in the first levels of the model
(that is, to up primary health care), the bulk of disabil-
ity in the population will occur here, even though more
severe cases will be found in the specialty sector. Im-
proving the recognition and treatment at these first lev-
els could have a large effect on disability due to
depression on the overall population.

The World Health Organization’s Study on
psychological disorders in primary health care found that,
on the average, about one out of every four patients
who seek help in primary health care units throughout
the world has an identified mental disorder. Depressive
disorders are the most common of all, and about 12.8%
of all contacts have anxiety and/or depression symp-
toms, but insufficient in number to qualify as cases.61

Nearly one half of the patients with anxiety or depres-
sive disorders are not identified as having the disor-
der by the physicians in primary care centers across
the world. In addition, the study uncovered that rec-
ognizing depression by the physician does not mean

that the patient will be provided with treatment, as only
half were offered a drug treatment.61,62

Pathways to mental health care in Mexico and in other
countries

This section describes a number of studies selected
to provide a general understanding of pathways to
mental health care with a focus on Mexico. We sum-
marize these studies in Table I. One of the earliest
studies of depression in Mexico was by Pérez-Toledo63

who studied depression among psychiatric patients.
The study consisted in administering the Zung
Depression Scale to 317 patients that sought treatment
for the first time in an outpatient psychiatric clinic in
Mexico City. About one out of three patients (32.8%)
was found to be depressed, and it was estimated that
31% of the cases had an intense level of depression,
while 16% of the cases suffered at a more severe level.

A survey conducted among patients 65 years
and older who sought general health care in a private
hospital in Mexico City64 found high rates of psycho-
logical distress. In this high-risk group, the general
prevalence of mental disorders in this sample was es-
timated to be 50.7%, and the most frequent diagnoses
were neurosis (42.1%), cerebral organic syndrome with-
out psychosis (39.4%), and major affective disorders
(10.5%). In another study, Padilla and colleagues65 es-
timated the prevalence of psychiatric disorders among
patients 18 to 64 years old attending the general prac-
tice service of a health center in Mexico City. The study
used a systematic random sample of 501 patients,
which amounted to 50% of all the patients that attend-
ed the health center during a period of 6 weeks. The
study found that 51.8% of the patients presented a psy-
chiatric disorder as measured by the GHQ-60. The most
prevalent disorders were adaptation reactions (29.1%)
and neurosis (13.4%). Of note, psychiatric care and in-
patient care was necessary for 10% of the affected pop-
ulation or 5.3% of the entire sample in this study.

A similar study to the one mentioned above was
conducted by Medina-Mora and colleagues.66 These
authors conducted a survey of patients 18 to 64 years
old in a general hospital service in Mexico City using
the GHQ. Almost all patients attending the general
practice service during a 5-week period answered the
questionnaire (96.4% of 619). In this study, the preva-
lence of mental disorders was estimated to be 34%.
Neurosis, mainly depressive neurosis, was found to be
the most frequent diagnosis (25% in females, 17% in
males). Given the above findings, the authors of that
study indicate that the overall prevalence proportion
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of mental disorder among this population is similar to
that found in other countries, once the proper thresh-
olds are used.

In another study of psychiatric problems in health
centers, Gutiérrez-Avila and Barilar67 analyzed data on
all first-time patients who received services by psy-
chiatrists in 24 primary health centers in the Federal
District of Mexico City in 1981, as well as among indi-
viduals who already had received services but contin-
ued to do so during the same year. These authors
examined the proportion of potential new users that
actually received services (demand rate) and the pro-
portion of individuals with a disorder that received
services, regardless of their status as new or continu-
ing services user (the service utilization rate). Patients
were diagnosed by the treating psychiatrist according
to the Eighth Edition of the International Classifica-
tion of Diseases. The annual demand rate was found
to be 2.66 per 1 000 inhabitants, while the service utili-
zation rate during 1981 was 8.93 per 100 patients. The
most frequent problems identified in this study includ-
ed neurosis (35% of all female patients) and conduct
disorders (24% of all male patients). In this study, sev-
eral factors seemed to indicate that primary health care
is not the main pathway to the health care system. In
light of the rather small demand and utilization rates,
Gutiérrez and Barilar hypothesized that either the de-
mand of mental health services among adults is very
low or that the population may get specialized servic-
es directly from the third level of (mental) health care
or in the private sector.

Caraveo and colleagues68 concluded that the per-
centage of patients requiring psychiatric care was 12%
in two public primary care centers and 25% in a pri-
vate general hospital. These authors were also able to
estimate that only 12.8% of patients with a diagnosis
of neurosis in primary health care were actually seen
in psychiatric care services. The most prevalent psy-
chiatric syndromes in a sample of patients from a gen-
eral family practice were worries (50%), irritability
(46%), generalized anxiety (37.8%) and simple depres-
sion (31.5%). In the same study, Caraveo and colleagues
report factors associated with recognition of mental
disorders in primary care settings. They conclude that
recognition of mental disorders varied as a function of
the patient’s symptomatology, chronicity of disorders,
and implicitly, the time available to the doctor to know
the patient.

A binational survey among Mexican-Americans
and Mexican family practice patients in San Antonio,
Texas, U.S., and in Monterrey, Nuevo León, Mexico,
found that rates of depression and anxiety were not

significantly different in the two samples. However,
rates of disorders in Monterrey were substantially low-
er than those reported in previous studies. For exam-
ple, the age-adjusted rate of depression for U.S.-born
Mexican Americans was over three times the rate for
those born in Mexico (26.8% vs. 7.6%, respectively).
Findings from this study need to be replicated, impor-
tant regional and cultural differences are possibly
present within regions and populations in Mexico, but
it is also possible that the samples were not represen-
tative, despite the random procedures that were used
in both cities.69

In 1988, The World Health Organization conduct-
ed a study of 1 554 patients newly referred to mental
health services, to examine the pathways to psychiat-
ric care in 11 countries. These countries, included Cuba,
Czechoslovakia, India, Indonesia, Kenya, Mexico, Por-
tugal, Pakistan, People’s Democratic Republic of Ye-
men, Spain, and the United Kingdom. In this study,
somatic problems were found to be the most common
initial presenting problem, and the majority of the pa-
tients had previously received some form of treatment
for their present problem.62 The proportion of patients
with depressive disorders across centers was compa-
rable. Contrary to what is often reported, somatic com-
plaints were not more frequent in developing countries.
Additionally, the three main service providers on the
pathways to psychiatric services were: (a) the primary
care physician, (b) the general hospital doctor, and (c)
the native or religious healers. At least one of them is
involved with about 80% of all patients in all centers.
The pathway pattern seen in Mexico was similar to that
found in European centers but with more direct refer-
rals from the community to specialty mental health
services. Mexican patients presented the highest me-
dian delay from the time they first developed symp-
toms to the time they received specialized mental
health care.

Results from the Mexican sites of the WHO study
show that the median delay from the onset of the dis-
order to obtaining psychiatric services varies consid-
erably according to the disorder and type of institution.
Specifically, affective disorders had a median delay of
21.5 to 30 weeks from onset of the disorder to the time
when the patient reached the psychiatric service. Neu-
rosis, stress and somatoform disorders had a corre-
sponding median delay between 48 and 52 weeks.
However, it is important to mention that other disor-
ders had much larger median delays, such as physio-
logic dysfunctions associated to mental disorders (494
weeks) and personality and conduct disorders, with
208 weeks of median delay. The study in these two
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psychiatric services found that the chief complaints
leading 60% of the patients to seek health care were
affective and conduct disorders. Finally, the authors of
this study highlight the small proportion of patients
who received services because less than 30% of these
patients received drug treatment.70

Problems for depression identification
and diagnosis

Recognition of depression among the elderly may be
difficult both in epidemiological surveys and in the
context of health care units. First, it is interesting to
note that surveys have found lower prevalence rates
of depression among the elderly than in younger pop-
ulations. This may be explained by consideration of
several factors that may act alone or in combination.
Among these factors, co-morbidity with somatic prob-
lems may directly or indirectly explain a good propor-
tion of the underestimation of depression: directly,
because within the hierarchic categories of psychiatric
diseases (e.g., the DSM and the ICD), depression could
not be diagnosed in the presence of any other disease
that could account for one or more depression symp-
toms, and indirectly, because older people are more
likely to attribute their problems to somatic rather than
to emotional origins.71,72 Persons 65 years or older are
less likely to report feelings of sadness/anhedonia than
younger persons.73,74

Problems that people may face in recognizing de-
pression include such characteristics as lack of knowl-
edge or understanding of symptoms by both patients
and caregivers, the tendency to avoid psychiatric care,
fears of expenses for medical consultations and medi-
cines, a cultural misconception of aging as a naturally
depressing process, social isolation, and lack of social
networks that could help recognize symptoms. Also,
physicians may fail to detect depression in patients
with cognitive impairment, or when caregivers (fami-
ly, staff) are unable or not willing to inform of current
symptoms because of the issues that were described
earlier.7,73,75

The implications of the failure to treat depression
are multiple, including iatrogenic injury, patient com-
plaints due to aggressive medical testing, and comor-
bid disease progression.76 Failure to identify or
diagnose depression has important implications both
for estimating the scope of the problem as well as for
timely treatment. Problems and implications for de-
tecting depression may be particularly complex among
the elderly.

Depression, primary health care, and
health care reform

In order to meet the increasing and more complex
needs of the population, the Mexican Health System
has undergone a process of reorganization that is ex-
pected to allow for more effective, timely, and satisfac-
tory delivery of health care services. If the current
conditions of the elderly prevail in oncoming years,
the health care system will have to deal with a popula-
tion that has very low school attainment level, low in-
come, and little or no savings.38 However, as important
as they are, access and socioeconomic barriers will not
be the only challenges the health care system will have
to address. It will also be necessary to develop a health
care system that integrates primary health care and the
mental health care of older persons. Fragmentation of
services might prove particularly problematic for a
population that presents an additional need for estab-
lishing and maintaining rapport and orientation to
ensure treatment compliance and continuity. The cre-
ation of bridges that foster mutual understanding be-
tween specialties, with advocacy for integration of
mental health into a general medical framework, is an
additional challenge the health system reform may
need to consider.33

Where do we go from here?

The aging of the population is no longer a phenome-
non solely observed in developed nations (e.g., Japan,
United States, Germany). Indeed, the age group com-
prised by individuals 65 year and older has been the
fastest growing age group in Mexico. An anticipated
consequence of the aging of the population is the in-
crease in psychological disorders that must be ad-
dressed by the Mexican health care system. Our review
of the literature on depression indicates the need for
further studies given that depression and related health
problems produce considerable suffering to the indi-
viduals, and are extremely costly.

Several steps can be considered in order to best
respond to the health care needs of the aging popula-
tion. First, it is important to document the extent of
depression among the elderly in Mexico. However,
given that prior studies have shown a cultural bias in
measurement, especially with the use of screening and
diagnostic instruments developed for English speak-
ing populations, studies must be conducted to estab-
lish the validity and reliability of the instruments with
the populations under investigation. While it is clear
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that refined measurement approaches need to be de-
veloped, we also need to further advance our knowl-
edge on the risk and protective factors for depression
as these factors might highlight the areas that need to
be targeted. Although a number of risk and protective
factors for depression among the elderly have been
identified in several countries, this type of work needs
to progress quickly in Mexico. An equally important
area of investigation is the study of help-seeking be-
haviors among the Mexican elderly. According to Gold-
berg and Huxley’s pathways-to-care model it would
seem as though the majority of cases of depression will
not be identified, perhaps, until other medical and/or
more serious problems have occurred. Therefore, the
study of help-seeking behaviors among the Mexican
elderly must not be neglected. Simultaneously, the
study in primary health care clinics about recognition
of patients with depression by attending physicians
could help increase the proportion of cases that receive
early interventions, and therefore prevent further com-
plications and co-morbidity.

The reduction of depression among the elderly can
bring important benefits not only for the individual in
terms of decreased suffering but also for health care
providers in the form of reduced health care costs. A
growing literature indicates that addressing depression
among the elderly can significantly contribute in redu-
ced costs, lowered disability, morbidity and mortality.
This could yield important savings, freeing resources
that might become available for the attention of other
equally important health care needs. As stated in the
quote from the Mexican Health Care Reform in the in-
troduction section of this paper, the seeds of future
problems are being planted today. A multifaceted,
multidisciplinary approach to readying the health and
mental health care services for the increasing numbers
of older Mexicans is essential in order to meet the al-
ready existing challenges, and will be even more im-
portant during the coming years.
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