Help4Mood: First Release of a Computational Distributed System to support the treatment of patients with Major Depression.
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Major Depression (MD) is a common mental disorder characterized to be the main cause of disability world-wide. It affects the behavior, cognition and physiology of the patient through a persistent and intense alteration of mood, which can become chronic and lead to substantial impairments in an individual’s ability to take care of his or her everyday responsibilities. The European FP7 Project Help4Mood proposes to develop a Personal Health System that supports the treatment and assessment of people with MD at their home. This project is a collaborative initiative with several European institutions from the UK, Romania, Spain, and Italy. Clinical testing will take place in Scotland (UK), Romania and Catalonia (Spain). Help4Mood is designed to support treatment administered by a clinician. The main aims of the system are to monitor symptoms and encourage adherence to therapy in the hope of reducing depressive symptoms and preventing relapse. For achieving this goal, it is necessary to collect data from the patient through a remote personal monitoring system and patient indirect interaction. Help4mood is structured around patients’ sessions with a Virtual Agent (VA), which is the main contact point for patient-side interface. The VA uses a talking head avatar along with a spoken dialogue interface which allows it to have an effective empathic behavior. The personal monitoring system (PMS) consists of a set of sensor devices, which communicate using a wireless network. Through PMS and VA, the system collects objective and subjective data about mood, thoughts, voice characteristics and physical activity of the patient using a non-obstrusive and non-stigmatizing approach. The wireless network among sensor devices is designed with an opportunistic protocol and optimized speed of data transfer in order to minimize power consumption. The Decision Support System (DSS) interprets the data collected through the PMS and the VA and uses this to manage interactions with the patient and plan sessions. The DSS also summarises relevant trends in the patient’s behaviour, mood, and cognition for the clinician. Currently we are working on a first prototype of the system that reflects the outcome of an initial user requirements and usability testing phase. This first prototype will be tested with people who have recovered from depression, and will yield further information for the iterative improvement of system design.

