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Teaching students quantitative methods using resources
from the British Birth Cohorts
Measuring signs of psychological distress or depression
in teenagers and adults
The Malaise Inventory
This document, MalaiseQuestions.doc, summarises the questions that make up the
Malaise Inventory (Rutter et al 1970), an established scale to measure signs of
psychological distress of depression in teenagers and adults. It includes:
a) Background to the Malaise Inventory
b) A table specifying the questions asked at each age, allowing users of the data
to see which questions are consistently asked across sweeps and across
cohorts.
c) Description of the different answer categories used to answer the questions at
each age and in each cohort.
d) Examples of how the questions have been presented to the cohort members in
the questionnaires over the years.
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The Malaise Inventory
At various ages from teenager to adulthood, NCDS and BCS70 cohort members have
completed The Malaise Inventory (Rutter et al, 1970) a set of self-completion
questions which combine to measure levels of psychological distress, or depression.
The 24 ‘yes-no’ items of the inventory cover emotional disturbance and associated
physical symptoms. When administered in its standard format, scores range from 0 to
24. It was itself developed from the Cornell Medical Index Health Questionnaire (CMI)
which comprises of 195 self-completion questions (Brodman et al, 1949, 1952).
Fourteen of the 24 questions are taken directly from the CMI (Rutter et al., 1970).
Individuals responding ‘yes’ to eight or more of the 24 items are considered to be at
risk of depression (Rodgers et al., 1999). The internal consistency of the scale has
been shown to be acceptable and validity of the inventory shown to hold in different
socio-economic groups (Rodgers et al., 1999). The scale has been used in both
general population studies (McGee, Williams & Silva, 1986; Rutter & Madge, 1976;
Rodgers et al, 1999) and in investigations of high-risk groups (Grant, Nolan & Ellis,
1990). Rutter himself affirms that 'the inventory differentiates moderately well between
individuals with and without psychiatric disorder' (Rutter et al, 1970, p160). The
individual questions and the ages they have been asked in the two cohorts are
detailed in Table 1.
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Table 1: Age individual Malaise questions were asked in BCS70 and NCDS
NCDS

1. Do you often have backache?
2. Do you feel tired most of the time?
3. Do you often feel depressed?
4. Do you often have bad headaches?
5. Do you often get worried about things?
6. Do you usually have great difficulty in falling or staying
asleep?
7. Do you usually wake unnecessarily early in the morning?
8. Do you wear yourself out worrying about your health?
9. Do you often get into a violent rage?
10. Do people annoy and irritate you?
11. Have you at times had a twitching of the face, head or
shoulders?
12. Do you suddenly become scared for no good reason?
13. Are you scared to be alone when there are not friends
near you?
14. Are you easily upset or irritated?
15. Are you frightened of going out alone or of meeting
people?
16. Are you constantly keyed up and jittery?
17. Do you suffer from indigestion?
18. Do you suffer from an upset stomach?
19. Is your appetite poor?
20. Does every little thing get on your nerves and wear you
out?
21. Does your heart often race like mad?
22. Do you often have bad pain in eyes?
23. Are you troubled with rheumatism or fibrosis?
24. Have you ever had a nervous breakdown?
CM=cohort member

Age 23







BCS70
Age of CM when data collected
Age 33
Age 42
Age 16
Age 26
Age 30
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Differences in ways Malaise Questions have been asked
The 24 questions were asked in the standard way in NCDS at age 23, 33 and 42. In
BCS70, all 24 ‘yes-no’ questions were also asked in the standard way at age 26 and
age 30 but at age 34, just 9 of the 24 questions were asked (again in the standard
‘yes-no’ format). However, when BCS70 cohort members were age 16 they answered
22 of the 24 questions and a three answer category approach was adopted:
• 0=‘rarely/never’
• 1=‘some of the time’
• 2=‘most of the time’.
When questions are asked in the standard format, 1-point is awarded for every ‘yes’
response, 0-points for every ‘no’ response. An overall Malaise score for a cohort
member is the sum across the individual variables, yielding a minimum score of 0 and
a maximum of 24. A score of 8 or higher is considered to be a sign that the cohort
member is experiencing symptoms associated with depression.

When only 9

questions were included, a score of 4 or higher is considered to be a sign that the
cohort member is experiencing symptoms associated with depression. The overall
Malaise score range for BCS70 cohort members at age 16 (when a three answer
category approach was adopted) has a minimum of 0 and a maximum of 44. A score
of 15 or higher is considered to be a sign that the cohort member is experiencing
symptoms associated with depression. (The SPSS syntax for how these summary
variables were made is included in MalaiseVariables.doc.)

The following pages include examples of questions from the original questionnaires at
each age the questions were collected.
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Examples of questions from NCDS Questionnaires
NCDS 1981: Age 23 (self-completion paper questionnaire)

NCDS 1991: Age 33 (self-completion paper questionnaire)

NCDS 2000: Age 42 (CASI – computer assisted self-completion interview)
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Examples of questions from BCS70 Questionnaires
BCS70 1986: Age 16 (self-completion paper questionnaire)

BCS70 1996: Age 26 (self-completion postal paper questionnaire)
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BCS70 2000: Age 30 (CASI – computer assisted self-completion interview)

BCS70 2004: Age 34 (CASI – computer assisted self-completion interview)
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