
intelligence technique is only 
afforded the researchers by virtue 
of having a large sample.

“No two patients are alike, and 
depending on how you count, there 
are somewhere between 207 combi
nations of symptoms that will get 
you the same diagnosis of depression,” 
Dr Gillan said.

The issue they are trying to solve 
is the matter of variability within 
a diagnostic category of mental 
health. People have early life 
trauma, a genetic disposition, acute 
stressors, pregnancy or a multitude 

of factors that can contribute to the 
likelihood of falling into depress
ion, or an episode of something 
similar, and need a treatment. “But 
that doesn’t mean that antidepress
ants are going to be the treatment 
for you. There are so many factors 
that contribute to someone’s mental 
health status and their likelihood of 
getting better,” Dr Gillan noted.

Having the large sample allows 
them to validate the model inde
pendently of all the variables which 
will make sure they have a robust 
algorithm. Dr Gillan said this was 
one practical way they could try to 
move the field forward, and try to 
get away from dependence on using 
categories, especially for research. 

In practice, clinicians are well 
able to take into account the complex 
experience of an individual sitting 
in front of them and they do so.

Further information
The TCD group is reaching out to 
diff erent groups to get individual 
GPs on board. It also has a par
allel campaign under way with 
pharmacists. 

Dr Gillan is an “MQ: Transform
ing mental health” Fellow and the 
project is supported by the UKbased 
mental health charity. Further 
information is available through 
the website www.gillanlab.com or 
email: Dr Gillan at GILLANCL@tcd.
ie or research manager Kevin Lynch 
at klynch@tcd.ie.  IMT

Online tool helps predict 
effects of antidepressants
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Clinical Antidepressants

A Trinity College Dublin 
(TCD) group, committed to 
improving mental health, 
is seeking general prac

titioners (GPs) as research partners 
in a new study, aimed at developing  
an online tool to help predict patients 
that may benefit from the use of 
antidepressants.

Only about 40 per cent of patients 
get better on their first prescription 
for antidepressants as a result of 
their treatment which is obviously 
unacceptably low, according to  
Dr Claire Gillan, Assistant Professor 
of Psychology at TCD and principal 
investigator.

“It is not the case that the treatments 
that exist, Cognitive Behavioural 
Therapy [CBT] or medication, don’t 
work. It is just that we don’t know in 
advance who they are going to work 
for,” she added. The longterm goal of 
the study is to develop an algorithm 
to make clinically meaningful predic
tions in terms of making a decision of 
whether to put someone on an anti
depressant or not. “While there is no 
substitute for a clinician talking to a 
patient, the goal will be that clinicians 
can use this online tool as a guide in 
helping them to make their decisions.”

Very specific patient
To achieve their goal, the group of 
researchers need to recruit a very 
specific patient sample of individuals. 
“What we’d like is for GPs to contact 
us and, basically, sign up to become 
GP research partners on our study. 
We will send those GPs all they will 
need, which is essentially an infor
mation sheet, or a flyer, to be handed 
to participants at the same time they 
are getting their prescription for an 
antidepressant,” Dr Gillan added.

They need participants to sign up 
at the crucial time, which is within a 
couple of days of starting taking their 
antidepressant. 

Weekly follow-up
They follow up weekly, which patients 
have found to be “a very nice experi
ence so far”, Dr Gillan said: “It helps 
them to keep focused, to see that some
one cares about how their treatment is 
going over time. It also helps them to 
monitor their own changes as a result 
of the medication.

“The checkins are brief and not 
arduous for the participants – it 
just involves them telling us how 
it is going – if they are taking their 
medication as prescribed, or if they 
have stopped for any reason or have 
started on any other kind of therapy 
that might be relevant, and really, 

Dr Claire Gillan, Assistant Professor, TCD, and MQ Postdoctoral 
Fellow, who is seeking GPs as research partners,talks to Valerie 
Ryan about creating an internetbased tool which could predict 
how effective antidepressants will be for different individuals

Quite simply, they 
are seeking people 
who are  about to 
start taking a new 
antidepressant that 
they haven’t been  
on already 

just focusing on how their symptoms 
might be changing overtime,” she told 
Irish Medical Times.

The TCD team aims to follow people 
over time and get a comprehensive 
baseline assessment of their life his
tory, as well as their current cognitive 
status, through different games and 
cognitive tests that they complete via 
the internet through the web server 
that the team has developed.

Once they have followed par
ticipants through four weeks of 
treatment to establish if they have 
got better, they refer back to their 
baseline data to see if there are signs 
that can tell them whether that person 
should not have been prescribed an 
antidepressant, but fast tracked on to 
an alternative therapy, such as CBT, as 
an example. 

Little time and 
administration 
The TCD group said becoming a 
research partner requires as little 
time and administration as possible 
on the part of the GP, who just passes 
on the information to subjects who 
might be eligible. The study team aim 
to be pragmatic and have included 

very few exclusion criteria — quite 
simply, they are seeking people who 
are about to start taking a new anti
depressant that they haven’t been on 
already.

Machine learning
Dr Gillan said when they referred 
to an algorithm; they were talking 
about a statistical method, called 
machine learning, which allowed 
the use of all of the very rich data 
that had been collected. They could 
then study interrelations between 
those variables which might have 
meaningful predictive power – in 
a way that you couldn’t do from a 
standard statistical test.

Their ability to use this technique 
of machine learning and artificial 

Dr Claire Gillan, 
Assistant Professor 
of Psychology, TCD


