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Abstract

Depression in adolescents is a public health problem that needs to be addressed due to its serious consequences for men-
tal and physical health; therefore, it is necessary for health professionals to have instruments with evidence of validity
and reliability. The aim of this study was to identify the psychometric properties of the PHQ-9 in Peruvian adolescents.
The sample consisted of 687 adolescents, of whom 366 were males (M = 15.21; SD = 0.92) and 321 females (M = 15.22;
SD = 0.94). Analyses were carried out using classical test theory and item response theory. The results supported a
unidimensional structure invariant between males and females’ adolescents and with adequate reliability. In addition,
the items were able to distinguish between the responses of adolescents with higher or lower presence of depressive
symptomatology, especially items 2, 6, and 9. It is concluded that the PHQ-9 is a robust instrument for use in research
and professional practice contexts.

Keywords: PHQ, validity, reliability, psychometric properties, adolescents.

Propiedades psicométricas del Cuestionario de Salud del
Paciente en adolescentes peruanos: un enfoque desde la teo-
ria clasica de los test y la teoria de respuesta al item
Resumen

La depresion en adolescentes es un problema de salud publica que debe abordarse debido a sus graves consecuencias
para la salud mental y fisica; por lo tanto, es necesario que los profesionales de la salud cuenten con instrumentos con
evidencia de validez y confiabilidad. El objetivo de este estudio fue identificar las propiedades psicométricas del PHQ-9
en adolescentes peruanos. La muestra estuvo compuesta por 687 adolescentes, de los cuales 366 eran varones (M =
15,21; SD = 0,92) y 321 mujeres (M = 15,22; SD = 0,94). Los analisis se realizaron utilizando la teoria clasica de los test y
la teorfa de respuesta al item. Los resultados respaldaron una estructura unidimensional invariante entre adolescentes
varones y mujeres y con una fiabilidad adecuada. Ademas, los items fueron capaces de distinguir entre las respuestas de
los adolescentes con mayor o menor presencia de sintomatologia depresiva, especialmente los items 2, 6 y 9. Se concluye
que el PHQ-9 es un instrumento robusto para su uso en contextos de investigacion y practica profesional.

Palabras clave: PHQ, validez, fiabilidad, propiedades psicométricas, adolescentes.
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Introduction

ADOLESCENCE IS a formative and crucial
stage in human development, marked by physical,
cognitive, hormonal, emotional, and social changes
that shape identity, the future of each individual,
and intensify emotional reactions to real or ima-
ginary stressors (Bailen et al., 2019). In addition,
psychosocial risk factors as adverse life events,
social isolation, or school failure could trigger
mental health problems as depression (Gautam
et al., 2020; World Health Organization [WHO],
2021; Rocha et al., 2021).

Depressive disorders are one of the main
causes of disease burden and disability worldwide
(Alaie et al., 2021; WHO, 2021). Although less
common in childhood, their prevalence increases
dramatically during adolescence, becoming one
of the most critical mental health problems for
this age group (Herrman et al,, 2022), affecting
1.1% of adolescents aged 10 to 14 years and 2.8%
aged 15 to 19 years worldwide (WHO, 2021). In
Peru, it is the most common clinical disorder
among adolescents in Lima and Callao, with a
prevalence of 7% (National Institute of Mental
Health [INSM], 2013), which increased to 28%
during the COVID-19 pandemic (INSM, 2021).

Depression in adolescents has as its main
symptoms alow mood, irritability, or loss of inter-
est or pleasure, and is accompanied by symptoms
as sleep disturbance, weight gain or loss, lack of
concentration, fatigue, psychomotor retardation
or agitation, feelings of guilt or worthlessness, and
constant thoughts of death or suicide (Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders [DSM
V], 2013). In addition, it is associated with poor
school performance (Wickersham et al., 2021),
difficulties in relationships with friends, peers,
and family members (Herman et al., 2022; Lerner,
2019), suicidal ideation and attempts (Patel et
al., 2020), and a worsening of health and social
functioning in adult life (Copeland et al., 2021).

In terms of gender, females are more likely to
suffer from it and report more depressive symptoms
than males (Thapar et al., 2022), and this is detected
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from the age of 12 and extends to 16 years, as a
result of psychological, social, or biological factors
(Hyde & Mezulis, 2020). However, the presence of
affective and behavioural problems may depend
on age rather than gender (Sun et al., 2025).

Although depression is one of the most
studied problems today and there have been sig-
nificant advances in various areas, its diagnosis
remains challenging due to several factors. Firstly,
society’s prejudice towards this disorder leads
many people to deny the symptoms and avoid
seeking psychiatric and psychological help (Vest
etal., 2020). Secondly, the diversity of symptoms
and the recently identified subtypes of depression
complicates the diagnosis (Jalali et al., 2021). The-
refore, the timely detection of this mental health
problem in adolescents between 12 and 18 years
continues to be a public health issue (Siu & US
Preventive Service Task Force, 2016).

For the measurement of depression in ado-
lescents, there are various instruments as the
Beck Depression Inventory (8p1), the Center for
Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale (CEs-
D), the Children’s Depression Inventory (cdi),
and the Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-9).
The PHQ-9 stands out as one of the most widely
used instruments in epidemiological studies due
to its specificity and sensitivity (Cosgrove et al.,
2024), its accuracy in assessing depression in ado-
lescents (Forman-Hoffman et al., 2016; Roseman
et al., 2016), and its inclusion in various clinical
depression guidelines for being based on psm
diagnostic criteria, as well as being brief, easy to
administer, and freely accessible (Kroenke, 2021).

Originally, the PHQ-9 items could be dis-
tributed into two groups: somatic symptoms
and affective-cognitive symptoms. However,
instrumental studies in adolescent populations
(Table 1) based on classical test theory reported
a unidimensional structure, correlated residuals
between items, and good reliability of the scores.
Nevertheless, most did not report the estimation
methods used for the confirmatory factor analysis
or used procedures that are not recommended
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given the ordinal nature of the phq-9 items (Li,
2016; Sellbom & Tellegen, 2019). Regarding
measurement invariance, it was studied from
the perspective of classical test theory (CTT),
and only one study (Burdzovic & Brunborg,
2017) found that the PHQ-9 structure is not in-
variant between male and female adolescents,

Table 1

meaning that the interpretation or experience of
the symptoms could generate score differences
unrelated to responses to the instrument. From
the item response theory perspective, the study
by Gao & Liu (2024) found that item 7 is the least
informative and item 2 is the most informative;
moreover, they reported DIF in items 2, 3, 6, and 9.

Characteristics of instrumental studies of the pHa-9 in adolescents based on classical test theory.

Estimation

Sample Internal Structure Method CE Invariance Reliability
Burdzovic 943 students Unidimensional Maximum Not There is no e =-8Tra .
y Brunborg ~ from Norway. likelihood reported invariance =.
(2017). between male
and female.
Unidimensional
Anumetal. 553 Maximum Items 4-5in  Between male a=.71
(2019) adolescents likelihood the sample  and female.
from Ghana of male and
female
Lopez- 567 students Unidimensional. Not reported Items 2-6in  Between male o, =
Torres et al.  from Puerto Remove item 9. the sample  and female. 87; .= -80
(2019) Rico of male
Leungetal. 10.933 Unidimensional Maximum Items 1-2, Between male o =.859
(2020) Chinese school likelihood 3-4, and and female
students aged 7-8 in the and by age.
between 11 sample of
and 17 years. male and
female
Dagher et 555 teenagers  Unidimensional Not reported Items 6-9 Between male o =.84
al. (2023) from Lebanon and female.
Fonseca- 2235 students  Unidimensional DWLS Not Between male w=.87
Pedreroet  from La Rioja reported and female.
al. (2023)
Not reported
Gao & Liu 5.958 students  Unidimensional Not reported Not Not reported
(2024) from China reported
Diaz de 768 teenagers  Unidimensional WLSMV Items 2-9 Between male o =.89; w=.89
Ledn from Mexico and female.
Castafieda
& Diaz-
Castro
(2025)

Note: CE = correlated errors

Therefore, considering that depression is
a mental and public health problem that has
consequences for the adolescent and their envi-
ronment, and that its study requires instruments
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with adequate psychometric properties, the ob-
jectives of this research were to identify evidence
of validity based on the internal structure of the
phg-9, analyse measurement invariance between
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male and female, and estimate the reliability of the
phg-9 in adolescents from Metropolitan Lima.

The study is justified at a methodological level
because there are no previous instrumental studies
in the population of Peruvian adolescents. Also,
because methodology is used from classical test
theory as Exploratory Structural Equation Mode-
lling (esem) and from item response theory, which
will allow obtaining precise information about the
internal structure. On the other hand, it is justified
at a practical level because it will be possible to
measure depression and include it in explanatory
research that identifies the causes and consequences
of depression, information that can be used for the
development of intervention strategies for specific
groups due to the increase in its prevalence among
Peruvian adolescents over the years.

Method

Participants

The participants were secondary education
students from two Educational Institutions in
Metropolitan Lima and were selected through a
non-probabilistic convenience procedure. Inclu-
sion criteria considered were having parental or
guardian authorization, being between 14 and 17
years old, and attending classes regularly; while as
an exclusion criterion, students with a psychiatric
diagnosis reported by the Educational Institution
were not considered.

The sample consisted of 687 adolescents, of
whom 366 (53%) were male (M = 15.21; SD = 0.92)
and 321 (47%) were female (M =15.22; SD = 0.94).
Regarding academic grade, 220 (32%) were in third
grade, 271 (39%) in fourth grade, and 196 (29%)
in fifth grade. Additionally, 429 (62%) live with
both parents, 162 (24%) only with their mother,
23 (3%) only with their father, and 73 (11%) with
other relatives.

Instruments
Patient Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9,
Kroenke et al., 2001). The Spanish-language version

DEPARTAMENTO DE PSICOLOGIA FACULTAD DE CIENCIAS HUMANAS
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adapted for adolescents by Borghero et al. (2018)
was used, which has nine items for the measure-
ment of depression with a four-point Likert-type
response scale where the categories are: Not at all
(0), Several days (1), More than half the days (2),
and Nearly every day (3).

Procedure

Meetings were held with the principals of both
educational institutions to present the research,
the instruments, and to explain the ethical aspects.
After authorization, coordination was made with
the classroom teachers to deliver the informed
consents to the parents through virtual means (e.g.,
email). Subsequently, evaluations were scheduled
in computer classrooms that had the active eva-
luation link, informed assent, sociodemographic
questions, and the instruments. The evaluation
was monitored by one of the researchers, the
classroom teacher, and the psychologist of each
educational institution.

Regarding ethical aspects, parental informed
consent, adolescent informed assent, voluntary
participation, anonymity, responsible use of data,
and feedback to the educational institutions were
considered, following the Code of Ethics and
Deontology of the College of Psychologists of
Peru (CDPP, 2018) and the Ethical Principles of
Psychologists and Code of Conduct (APA, 2017).

Data Analysis

Prior to analysis, a univariate normality
approximation was considered acceptable if skew-
ness and kurtosis values were between -2 and +2
(Gravetter & Wallnau, 2013), and multivariate
normality was considered when Mardia’s (1970)
multivariate kurtosis coefficient had values below
70 (Rodriguez & Ruiz, 2008).

The analysis of internal structure and measu-
rement invariance was conducted using Classical
Test Theory (cTT) and Item Response Theory (IRT).
With cTT, a two-oblique-factor model (M1), a
bifactor model (M2), and finally a unidimensional
model (M3) were evaluated. Exploratory Structural
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Equation Modelling (EsEm; Asparouhov & Muthen,
2009) was used with the Weighted Least Squares
Mean and Variance adjusted estimation method
(wLsmv; Brown, 2015; Lei, 2009; Muthén, 1984;
Muthén et al., 1997). In M1 an oblique target rota-
tion was used and in M2 an orthogonal rotation,
with an epsilon value of .5 in both cases (Aspa-
rouhov & Muthen, 2009). For all three models,
acceptable fit indices were considered as a CF1
greater than .9o (McDonald & Ho, 2002); RMSEA
between .05 and .08 (Browne & Cudeck, 1993);
and a wrRMR below one (DiStefano et al., 2018).

In M3, factor loadings greater than .40 were
considered significant (Brown, 2015; Tabachnick
& Fidell, 2007), and the Factorial Simplicity Index
(ps1) was evaluated (Fleming & Merino, 2005)
with values greater than .70 to conclude that the
item’s variability can be predominantly explained
by a single factor; in M2, the predominance of
the general factor (Gr) over the specific factors
(sk) was established when the hierarchical omega
coeflicient (wh; Zinbarg et al., 2006) and the Ex-
plained Common Variance (Ecv, Sijtsma, 2009)
were greater than .70.

Additionally; the presence of misspecifications
associated with residual correlations was evaluated
using a method that simultaneously analysed sta-
tistically significant modification indices (MI; x*
>10) and the expected unstandardized parameter
change (EPC; Saris et al., 2009). This analysis was
conducted with a specialised module (Dominguez-
Lara & Merino-Soto, 2018).

Regarding the analysis of internal structure
according to IRT, Samejima’s (2016) graded res-
ponse model was used. Discrimination (a) and
location (b) parameters were estimated during
the item calibration phase. A parameter indicates
the level of the trait the individual possesses to
respond to the items, and higher discrimination
is expected with values near or above one (1).
The b parameter indicates how the item mani-
fests along the response scale (four options), i.e.,
the trait level (0) required for the individual to
choose a specific response option. Therefore, if a

REVISTA COLOMBIANA DE PSICOLOGIA VOL.35N.°2 JULIO-DICIEMBRE 2026 ISSN 0121-5469 IMPRESO | 2344-8644 EN LINEA BOGOTA COLOMBIA -

parameter shows moderate (> .65), high (> 1.35),
or very high (> 1.70; Baker, 1985) slope, and if the
distance between location parameters (bi-bg) is
wide, it indicates that the response options can
discriminate among individuals with different
levels of depression.

For invariance from cTT, a multigroup ESEM
(MG-ESEM) analysis was conducted between male
and female adolescents using a procedure that
progressively incorporates constraints. First, the
equivalence of the internal structure across groups
(configural invariance) was evaluated, followed by
equivalence of factor loadings (weak invariance)
and equivalence of thresholds (strong invariance),
where variations in various fit indices provide
evidence of invariance (ACFI < .o1; ATLI < .o1;
ARMSEA < .015; Chen, 2007; West et al., 2012).

The differential item functioning (DIF) analy-
sis from IRT indicates the possibility of differences
in response option choices according to participant
sex. The reference group was male (1) while the
focal group (o) consisted of female. The Delta
Plot model was used (Angoft, 1982), and DIF was
considered present if the item exceeded the limit
of 1.5 in the respective plot (Dorans et al., 1992;
Jodoin & Gierl, 2001).

Finally, reliability according to cTT was eva-
luated using the alpha (a) and omega (w) coeffi-
cients with their confidence intervals, where values
greater than .70 are acceptable (Hunsley & Marsh,
2008; Ponterotto & Charter, 2009). Under the IRT
approach, the Item Characteristic Curve (1cc) and
Item Information Curve (11c) were considered
to indicate the relevance and precision of items.
Generally, the 1cc provides information about the
probability of responding to specific categories on
each item’s response scale, while a higher 11 is
determined by greater item discrimination and a
specific item location at a specific 0 value relative
to other items on the scale.

Analyses from cTT were performed using
Mplus version 7.0 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2015),
and IRT analyses were conducted using R Studio
and the MIRT package (Chalmers, 2012).
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Results
According to the descriptive information,
only the PHQ-9 item did not meet the univariate
normality criteria in male and female adolescents

TAMYRES TOMAZ PAIVA, GUSTAVO CALDERON-DE LA CRUZ

(Table 2). Mardia’s multivariate coefficient indicates
that multivariate normality does not exist in male
(G2 = 117.18) and female (G2 = 116.85).

Table 2
Descriptive Statistics
M DE g1 g2

M 1.10 0.86 0.47 -0.36
PHQ1

F 1.24 0.92 0.57 -0.43

M 0.83 0.91 0.9 -0.06
PHQ2

F 0.96 0.97 0.75 -0.41

M 1.08 1 0.44 -0.98
PHQ3

F 1.26 1.12 0.36 -1.23

M 1.22 0.86 0.44 -0.36
PHQ4

F 1.41 1.01 0.3 -0.99

M 0.96 0.99 0.67 -0.67
PHQ5

F 1.02 1 0.56 -0.83

M 0.78 0.93 1 0.02
PHQ6

F 0.92 1.02 0.81 -0.52

M 0.75 0.88 0.95 -0.01
PHQ7

F 0.7 0.91 1.15 0.33

M 0.77 0.93 1 0
PHQS8

F 0.79 0.93 0.95 -0.09

M 0.4 0.8 2.01 3.05
PHQ9

F 0.49 0.87 1.78 2.17

Note: M = male, F = female.

Internal Structure Analysis for
Male and Female adolescents

For the group of female adolescents, M1 does
not show favorable evidence as the magnitude of
the RMSEA suggests a model misspecification
problem (Table 3). On the other hand, M2 shows
that the Gr predominates over F1and F2 (specific

factors), explaining the largest proportion of item
variance (ECV = .83; wh = .89). Subsequently, M3
achieved acceptable fit indices and factor loadings
greater than .40 after correlating residuals that
could be considered potential misspecifications

(3,4 = .25; $7,8 = .30; $6,9 = .49; $6,2 = .36).
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Table 3
Structural Analysis of the phq-9 in female adolescents
M1 M2 M3
F1 F2 FSI F1 F2 Fg IECV GF
PHQ1 41 .29 .68 .31 .08 .56 .98 .63
PHQ2 .26 .63 .83 .25 .37 74 .80 .78
PHQ6 -17 .94 .96 -.22 .45 .78 .75 .67
PHQ7 .23 51 .80 .02 -.27 .78 .87 .65
PHQS8 A7 .59 91 -.06 -.27 71 .89 .68
PHQ9 -.10 .93 .98 -.19 12 .85 .98 .80
PHQ3 .86 -3 .87 .56 -.04 .58 52 .61
PHQ4 44 .31 .67 .30 .09 .60 .80 .63
PHQ5 A7 .58 .90 .01 -.04 .70 1 72
CFI .97 .99 .98
RMSEA A1 .03 .07
1C90% .08 - .13 .03 -1 .04 - .09
WRMR 0.80 0.41 0.71

Note: F1 = affective-cognitive symptoms; F2 = somatic symptoms; GF = general factor.

For the sample of male adolescents, M1
was acceptable; however, items seven (Have you
had trouble concentrating on activities such as
schoolwork, reading, or watching television?)
and three (Have you had trouble falling asleep,
staying asleep, or have you been sleeping too
much?) have factor loadings of similar and low

magnitude (< .40) on both factors, indicating a
certain degree of factorial complexity (FSI < .70;
Table 3). Regarding M2, the GF explains the
largest proportion of item variance (ECV = .72;
wh = .87). Finally, M3 had acceptable fit indices,
factor loadings greater than .40, and no potential
misspecifications were detected.

Table 4
Structural Analysis of the pHa-9 in male adolescents
M1 M2 M3
F1 F2 FSI F1 F2 FG IECV GF
PHQ1 43 .28 .68 15 14 54 94 56
PHQ2 -.03 77 .99 .06 -.21 71 .92 73
PHQ6 -.03 .89 .99 -.07 -.27 .86 91 .84
PHQ7 .29 .33 .62 A2 .09 .50 .97 52
PHQS8 57 A7 9 -.08 71 .67 47 54
PHQ9 0 .82 1 -.08 -17 .81 .96 .81
PHQ3 .27 .37 .66 12 .03 52 .95 54
PHQ4 .21 .50 .83 77 -.01 59 .37 .64
PHQ5 .21 .40 73 14 -.01 .50 .93 .53
CFI .98 .99 .97
RMSEA .06 .03 .06
1C90% .03 - .08 0-.06 .04 - .08
WRMR .58 .36 .79

Note: F1 = affective-cognitive symptoms; F2 = somatic symptoms; GF = general factor
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According to the IRT analysis, all parameters
showed adequate levels of discrimination (a): most
at a moderate and high level (> 0.65), while items
2, 6, and 9 showed very high discrimination (>
1.70). Regarding the location parameters (b), it was
found that the categories as never (o) and several

Table 5

TAMYRES TOMAZ PAIVA, GUSTAVO CALDERON-DE LA CRUZ

days (1) were the most frequently endorsed, that
is, they present negative values in parameter b1. In
contrast, the categories more than half the days (3)
and nearly every day (4) would only be chosen by
participants with a weakened mental health state,
that is, positive and high b3 parameters (Table 5).

Discrimination, Location, and Item Information Area Parameters

a b1 b2 b3 Information Area
PHQ1 1.290 -1.188 0.921 2.244 0.838
PHQ2 2.142 -0.218 0.988 1.890 0.961
PHQ3 1.202 -0.707 0.608 1.862 0.865
PHQ4 1.488 -1.273 0.605 1.676 0.903
PHQ5 1.302 -0.377 0.894 2.220 0.852
PHQ6 2.414 -0.075 0.953 1.717 0.980
PHQ7 1.217 0.118 1.529 2.878 0.755
PHQS8 1.322 0.046 1.411 2.610 0.804
PHQ9 2.414 0.813 1.509 2.160 0.941

Regarding the measurement invariance analy-
sis between male and female adolescents from
CTT, the variation of the fit indices indicates that

Table 6

PHQ-9 Invariance Analysis by Sex.

the PHQ-9 measure is invariant between male and
female adolescents (Table 6).

x(gh CFI TLI [EN;SOE;\] ACFI ATLI ARMSEA
) .088
Configural 180.113 (54) .959 .945 [074 - A] - - -
) .076
Metric 170.56 (62) .964 .959 [.063 - .09] .005 .014 -.012
.068
Scalar 211.92 (88) .959 .967 [.057 - .08] -.005 .008 -.008

On the other hand, regarding pIF, the groups
follow the same level in the location parameter
(Figure 1), that is, male and female adolescents

DEPARTAMENTO DE PSICOLOGIA FACULTAD DE CIENCIAS HUMANAS

vary jointly in terms of response option choices.
In addition, no value exceeds 1.5 (Table 7).
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Table 7
Differential functioning of the phg-9 items.

Item reference focal reference Afocal Distance
PHQ1 1.223 1.071 0.639 0.639 0.514
PHQ2 0.929 0.786 7117 9.833 -1.136
PHQ3 1.258 1.062 0.639 0.639 0.514
PHQ4 1.375 1.189 0.639 0.639 0.514
PHQ5 0.993 0.941 3.185 6.747 -1.855
PHQ6 0.887 0.745 8.159 10.360 -0.745
PHQ7 0.668 0.724 11.264 10.626 1.321
PHQ8 0.756 0.717 10.224 10.700 0.516
PHQ9 0.438 0.354 13.623 14.498 0.358
Figure 1.

Differential item functioning

15

Focal growp
0
\
~ b ".

10

a

Reference group

Reliability

Regarding reliability, it obtained adequate
magnitudes for male and female adolescents both
at the score level (amale = .80; afemale = .86)
and at the construct level (wmale = .81; wfemale
= .86), and regarding the analysis from IRT, it
can be observed through the 1cc that the most
predominant categories were 1 (several days) and
4 (nearly every day) (Figure 2).
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Regarding the information provided by the
items, they present trait levels (8) above .50 (Fi-
gure 3) and information area close to one (Table
4), among which items 2, 6, and 9 stand out, that
is, these items contribute more precisely to the
score estimation.
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Figure 2.
Item characteristic curve.
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Discussion Anum et al., 2019; Burdzovic & Brunborg, 2017;

Depression is a mental health problem present
in the adolescent population with serious conse-
quences for physical and mental health (WHO,
2021), making its timely detection important (Siu &
US Preventive Services Task Force, 2016) through
brief instruments that have psychometric evidence
supporting their use. Therefore, the objective of
this research was to identify the psychometric
properties of the PHQ-9 in Peruvian adolescents.

The results confirm the unidimensionality
of the PHQ-9 in Peruvian adolescents, supporting
findings from other studies (Bianchi et al., 2022;
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Dagher et al,, 2023; Diaz de Leén Castafieda &
Diaz-Castro, 2025; Leung et al., 2020; Lépez-
Torres et al., 2019; Fonseca-Pedrero et al., 2023;
Gao & Liu, 2024). This means that adolescents
experience somatic and affective-cognitive symp-
toms jointly, which would make the impact on
their daily life more significant. Furthermore, this
structure is invariant between male and female
adolescents, measuring depression consistently
in both (Schlechter et al., 2024). This supports
the idea that behavioural and affective problems
are experienced similarly in male and female
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adolescents (Sun et al., 2025) and that the items
do not show gender bias, despite female having
greater sensitivity in detecting emotional symp-
toms (Neumann et al., 2010), especially those
interpreted as negative (He et al., 2023), compared
to male adolescents who, for social and cultural
reasons, tend to seek greater emotional control
and suppression, and therefore do not express
them even if they experience the same intensity
(Amin et al., 2018; Levkovich et al., 2025; McNeil
& Zeman, 2021). In other words, the existing
differences between male and female regarding
the manifestation of depressive symptoms do not
reflect a different understanding or experience
of those symptoms.

The items of the PHQ-9 are precise and dis-
criminate between different levels of emotional
distress because the categories more than half the
days and nearly every day are selected by adoles-
cents with high levels of the construct, and never
and several days by adolescents with low levels.
This is highlighted in three items (2, 6, and 9),
which have the highest discriminative capacity,
reflecting the most sensitive symptoms for identi-
fying depressive symptoms in adolescents. Item 2
addresses a lack of interest or pleasure in activities,
which is crucial in the assessment of depression
because it reflects anhedonia, a central diagnostic
criterion of depressive disorder (Richardson et al.,
2010; Melo et al., 2024), and is associated with the
severity of depression in adolescents, functioning
as an early and sensitive indicator of depressive
episodes (Kim et al., 2021; Nandakumar et al., 2019).
Therefore, it is considered a priority for improving
the prognosis of depression in adolescents (Zhao
et al.,, 2024). This symptom is often the first to
be identified by young people and those around
them, which underlines the importance of item
2 for early detection and guiding interventions
aimed at promoting mental health and emotional
well-being in this population. Furthermore, this
result is similar to that reported by Gao and Liu
(2024), indicating that it is the most informative
in Chinese adolescents.
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Item 6, which addresses feelings of wor-
thlessness or failure, is relevant because it reflects
the cognitive dimension of depressive disorder,
often intensified by the emotional vulnerability
characteristic of adolescence and by the social
comparisons that mark this stage of development
(Richardson etal., 2010; Kim et al., 2021). During
adolescence, self-deprecating thoughts become
common, impacting self-esteem and the sense
of personal worth (Wright et al., 2016; Liang et
al., 2023). The literature indicates that feelings
of worthlessness, self-criticism, and guilt are
driven by desires for self-punishment and are
present in adolescents who tend to ruminate,
amplifying the negative consequences of life and
everyday stressful events and increasing depressive
symptoms (Gao et al., 2023). Therefore, the early
identification of these symptoms, made possible by
item 6, is key for intervention and the prevention
of adverse outcomes.

Regarding item 9, which assesses suicidal
thoughts, it is fundamental for analysing the seve-
rity of depression in adolescents. Suicidal ideation
is one of the most concerning indicators of the
disorder, being a significant predictor of suicide
risk, especially at a stage with alarming rates of
suicide attempts (Kim et al., 2021; Richardson et
al., 2010; Wright et al., 2016; Biswas et al., 2020).
It can be used in primary care because it allows
health professionals to perform a screening which,
together with personal and family history, will de-
termine the level of risk of the adolescent, helping
in decision-making, early detection, immediate
intervention, or referral to the appropriate services
(Tsai et al., 2014; Holcomb et al., 2022).

Furthermore, there is evidence of its use in
predictive studies in adults and adolescents for the
evaluation of suicidal ideation (Crisol-Deza et al.,
2023; Huarcaya-Victoria et al., 2025; Herndndez-
Vésquez et al., 2023; Kemper et al., 2021; Nomura
et al., 2021).

Together, items 2, 6, and 9 of the PHQ-9
address emotional, cognitive, and behavioural
dimensions of depression, providing a relevant
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assessment of the core symptoms of the disorder.
With a strong discriminative capacity, they are
essential for early detection and effective mana-
gement of depression in adolescents (Richardson
et al., 2010; Nandakumar et al., 2019; Tsai et al,,
2014). Considering that the application of this type
of self-report should be accompanied by a clinical
interview to better corroborate or contextualise
the responses, these items contribute significantly
to clinical practice, supporting prevention and
treatment.

This study fills a gap in knowledge because
it provides evidence for the use of the PHQ-9 in
Peruvian adolescents. This is important because,
although the use of the instrument is recommended
by the Peruvian State through the Technical Guide
for the Diagnosis and Treatment of Depression in
Children and Adolescents prepared by the Natio-
nal Institute of Child Health (2023), which is the
specialised institution responsible for providing
comprehensive care to children and adolescents,
before this manuscript there were no reports of its
psychometric properties in Peruvian adolescents,
as they had only been evaluated in the adult Pe-
ruvian population (e.g., Villarreal-Zegarra et al.,
2019). It is necessary to mention that although
there are studies using the phq-9 in adolescents
(e.g., Castro-Renteria et al., 2022), they apply the
adult-validated version previously mentioned,
whose use would not have empirical support.

This study presents practical implications for
the identification and treatment of depression in
adolescents. Firstly, the early detection of depres-
sion would be facilitated with the PHQ-9, which
could be integrated into health services, primary
care, schools, or community centres, allowing
for the rapid identification of depression cases
and directing adolescents towards appropriate
interventions. This is important considering that
the instrument is recommended in the Technical
Guide for the Diagnosis and Treatment of De-
pression in Children and Adolescents prepared
by the National Institute of Child Health (2023),
which is the specialised institution responsible
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for providing comprehensive care to children
and adolescents.

Items 2 (anhedonia), 6 (feelings of wor-
thlessness), and 9 (suicidal thoughts) stand out
as particularly discriminative and essential for
detecting critical symptoms and could help mental
health professionals make more accurate diagnoses,
prioritise the most severe cases, and prevent more
serious complications, as suicide or chronic mental
disorders. Finally, the use of the PHQ-9 can be a
valuable educational tool in the training of health
professionals and other caregivers, enabling them
to recognise early signs of depression in adolescents
and respond more effectively, contributing to the
promotion of mental health and the prevention
of negative outcomes associated with depression.

This study had limitations that should be
considered when interpreting the results. Firstly,
no evidence of validity was obtained in relation
to other variables, which restricts the predictive
capacity of the PHQ-9 with theoretically related
constructs as parental control (Salaam & Kyere,
2025), bullying (Ariani et al., 2025), and substance
use and suicidal ideation (Carvalho et al., 2022),
which reduces the scope of the PHQ-9 in research,
clinical, and educational contexts. Secondly,
although no problems in the understanding of
the items were reported by participants during
the evaluation, no formal procedures were carried
out to assess evidence of content validity, which
limits certainty about the relevance of the item
content due to cultural, linguistic, and contextual
issues, as well as the representation of the cons-
truct in adolescents.

It is recommended to continue studying
psychometric properties as evidence of content
validity, considering that it is a procedure inde-
pendent of internal structure validity (Spoto et al.,
2025). Another aspect to evaluate is measurement
invariance between age groups or longitudinal
invariance, which would allow analysis of whether
affectivity remains stable over time or whether
the mood evidenced when responding to the
questionnaire represents a transient state resulting
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from a specific event. It would also be useful to
identify the internal structure in clinical samples,
as this would help verify the importance of items
2, 6, and 9 in the assessment of depression, as
well as potentially derive a shortened version that
facilitates screening assessment.

Finally, it is concluded that the PHQ-9 has
evidence of validity and reliability that support
the unidimensional structure for its use in basic
and applied research contexts, and in professional
practice for the screening of depression conducted
by health professionals.
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