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Mental Health Family Tree Helps Clinicians Save Time  

Taking Family History  
 

– Unique Online Tool Developed by Families For Depression Awareness Helps Clinicians 

Speed Up Process of Taking Family History and Improve Differential Diagnosis of Mood 

Disorders – 

 

WALTHAM, Mass. –– May 13, 2009 –– Families for Depression Awareness (FFDA), a non-profit 

organization helping families to cope with depressive disorders, today announced the Mental Health 

Family Tree, the first and only free online tool that helps patients and clinicians to  more effectively 

determine a family history and accurately diagnose a patient’s mood disorder. The Mental Health 

Family Tree is a brief online patient questionnaire that enables clinicians to easily obtain a 

comprehensive patient and family history in order to uncover patterns that may be associated with 

depression and bipolar disorder.  

 

Until now, taking a family history to determine if patients have a mood disorder was an essential, but 

often time intensive process. Created with clinicians in mind, the Mental Health Family Tree allows 

mental health professionals to more easily compile a patient’s comprehensive family history of 

depressive symptoms in a time-saving manner. Clinicians can ask patients to complete the Mental 

Health Family Tree before their appointment. Although the online form is completely anonymous and 

no personal information is saved, blank charts can be printed for patients that prefer a paper version. 

 

“This tool is great for patients to complete before an appointment,” said Eric Youngstrom, Ph.D., 

Professor of Psychology and Psychiatry at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, who does 

research using family history questionnaires. “It primes patients to find out what their family history 

is and learn that their illness is medically based, not due to a character flaw. It allows patients to print 

out and hand me this great goldmine of information, making my job much easier and faster.” 

 

Many patients, not just those with mood disorders, don’t know their family’s medical history. 

According to the Surgeon General, 96 percent of Americans believe that knowing their family’s 

medical history is important, yet only one-third of them have ever tried to gather and write down their 

family's health history.  

 

“Because patients often don’t know or think about their family history, clinicians often miss an 

opportunity to gather key elements of a patient’s background,” said Julie Totten, FFDA president and 

founder. “Several studies have shown that compiling a more thorough family history can quadruple 

the number of mood disorders that clinicians diagnose. By developing the Mental Health Family Tree 

we have provided a quicker, more systematic format to help clinicians capture this crucial 

information.” 

 

The Mental Health Family Tree helps patients and their family members to better understand 

behaviors associated with depressive disorders and to map their commonness in the family. It can be 
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used to spark conversations with doctors or relatives, and to help families understand that depression 

and mood disorders are treatable medical conditions.  

 

Since mood disorders have a high heritability and are often difficult to differentiate, getting a 

comprehensive family history is important. According to the National Institute of Mental Health, 

more than two-thirds of people with bipolar disorder have at least one close relative with the 

condition or with major depression, indicating that the illness often runs in families. 

 

“If I had built my Mental Health Family Tree earlier, it would have given my doctor and me a clearer 

picture of what I was dealing with,” says patient Renee Rosolino. “It would have helped us realize 

that my father’s constant mood swings and irritable behaviors may have been more than upsetting 

personality traits – he may have had bipolar disorder. Knowing this earlier could have helped my 

doctor differentiate my bipolar disorder from depression, and led to effective treatment and the 

happier life I have now much faster.” 

 
The tool can be found online at www.MentalHealthFamilyTree.org, along with other helpful 

resources, including tips for patients and families on dealing with mood disorders. The Mental Health 

Family Tree was developed with the guidance of leading physicians and clinicians and support from 

AstraZeneca. 

 

About Families for Depression Awareness  

Families for Depression Awareness is a national nonprofit organization helping families recognize 

and cope with depressive disorders to get people well and prevent suicides. The organization provides 

education, outreach and advocacy to support families and is comprised of families who have lost a 

family member to suicide or have watched a loved one suffer with depression, with little knowledge 

about how to help. For more information please go to www.familyaware.org. 
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