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What is the study about?  

The Black Dog Institute is conducting a world-first study to investigate the power of mobile 

applications (apps) for preventing depression in youth. This study will identify the factors that lead to 

depression and other mental health problems. Our research team is looking for up to 20,000 Year 8 

students from 400 NSW schools to take part in a five-year longitudinal study.   

 

What are the benefits?  

Benefits for students: 

This study will identify students who are in need of mental health support. All students 

will have their mental health measured and when appropriate, will be linked in with the 

school counsellor. This type of screening can help ensure that struggling students do not 

go undetected. Students involved in the study will also receive a $20 voucher for their 

participation. 

Benefits for schools: 

Participating schools will be contributing to exciting new scientific discoveries which will lead to 

breakthroughs in the prevention and treatment of mental health problems in young people. Staff at 

partnering schools will also receive priority and discounted access to Black Dog Institute accredited 

professional development programs. This includes specialised training for staff qualified as 

psychologists, social workers and allied health professionals, as well as workplace mental health 

training programs for all school staff.  

 

What does it involve?  

We wish to offer the study to all Year 8 students from your school. Parental consent is required. 

Participating students will be asked to: 

1. Complete a series of online surveys during class time twice in the first year, and then once per 

year up to Year 12 (total of 6 surveys; approx. 45 mins each). The surveys measure symptoms of 

depression, anxiety, suicide, self-harm, drug and alcohol use, traumatic experiences, bullying, 

gender, and puberty. From Year 10 onwards, students will be asked about sex and in Year 12 only, 

students will be asked about abuse. A final online survey will also be sent to students one year after 

they complete high school.  
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2. Download a ‘Future Proofing’ smartphone app. All students will be 

invited to install and use a new app designed by the Black Dog Institute 

specifically for this study.   The Future Proofing app has the capacity to collect 

a range of information through games (memory, logic, and typing tasks), 

mood ratings, voice recordings, and the phone’s inbuilt sensors (GPS and 

movement). We are collecting this information because there is evidence to 

suggest that things like physical activity, voice changes, sleep, and 

movement between locations might be early indicators of deteriorating 

mental health. Collecting this information will help the researchers verify 

whether this is the case and work out ways to detect mental health problems 

early. Protecting students’ privacy is extremely important to us. The app 

is designed to collect voice recordings only when students activate and 

complete the inbuilt reading tasks. Measurements of students’ location 

and movement will be captured for the first 3 months of the study only, 

and parents will have the option to decline for their child to take part in 

this aspect of the study without impacting overall study participation.  

  

3. Half of participating schools will be randomly assigned to use an 

additional app called SPARX-FP for 6 weeks during Year 8. SPARX-FP is 

a game designed for teenagers based on Cognitive Behaviour Therapy 

(CBT) where users learn about psychological strategies to manage 

emotions. When these students are in Year 9, they may also be invited 

to use another app designed to help with their sleep. 

 

All participating students will receive a 

$20 online gift voucher in the first year 

of the study. This covers any phone 

data and usage costs. 

 

 

We also plan to link our study data with government administrative data about students including 

birth registry records, hospital records, and educational records. This will help us answer important 

questions about the link between mental health, physical health, and academic performance in 

young Australians. Parents will have the choice whether or not to allow this.  
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What are the school requirements?  

If you would like your school to take part in the Future Proofing Study, we 

will ask your school to form a ‘Future Proofing Delivery Team’ that consists 

of three people (e.g. might involve the school counsellor, wellbeing officer, 

year coordinator, or teacher), and identify one person to be the primary 

point of contact between the researchers and your school. The Delivery 

Team will be responsible for: 

• Disseminating study information via school newsletter or other 

networks; 

• Distributing the information and consent forms to parents of Year 8 

students (via email or an online school portal if you have one); 

• Organising six in-class sessions to administer surveys over five years 

(note: only one cohort of students will be involved in the study from 

Year 8 to Year 12). Trained Future Proofing Research Assistants will visit 

your school to help with the in-class sessions.  

• Organising four 20-minute in-class sessions in the first six weeks of the study to oversee 

students’ use of the study apps.  

It is a requirement that the school counsellor is involved in this study. Some of the 

questionnaires may identify students as being at significant or elevated risk of suicide, and others 

may identify experiences of current or past sexual abuse (note: questions about abuse are asked at 

Year 12 only). School counsellors are required to be on site during survey administration. We adhere 

to our Duty of Care and Risk Management Protocol which identifies such students and requires 

follow-up by the school counsellor. The school counsellor would therefore be responsible for: 

• Being notified about students who require follow-up;  

• Following up with these students as per the standard school protocol; 

• Letting the research team know that follow-up has occurred 

Support from the Future Proofing research team will be available to schools throughout the study 

at all times.  
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Does our school have to take part? Are there any risks?  

Participation is entirely voluntary. Students should be given time to 

discuss the study with their parents using the parent and student 

information sheets. Students can withdraw at any time and no reasons 

need to be given.   

The online surveys raise sensitive topics. If a student expresses any 

thoughts or plans about suicide, the school counsellor will be notified 

and required to follow-up. When students in the study are in Year 12, 

they will be asked about sexual abuse. If they indicate they have been 

abused, we are legally required to let your school know so that the school 

can then initiate their mandatory reporting processes. Students and their 

parents will be provided mental health support and service contacts that 

can be use at any time throughout the study. While this study aims to 

prevent depression, participation should not replace any existing 

treatment or support students may be receiving. 

 

How will students’ privacy and confidentiality be 

protected?  

Student survey responses are collected and stored on the Black Dog 

Institute Research Platform which has 128-bit encryption (equivalent to 

internet banking services). Data from study apps will be encrypted and 

transmitted to a secure database hosted by Google Cloud Services in Australia. Apps will only 

transfer data when a student’s phone is connected to Wi-Fi. Cloud data will be removed and 

securely transferred on a regular basis for long term storage on UNSW servers. Only approved 

researchers and staff will have access to study data.  Analysis will only use unique identifier 

codes, with all identifiable information (name, school, DOB) removed. Students will be able 

to delete their data at any time by contacting the research team.  

Data linkage will be undertaken by authorised government agencies who carry out 

linkage of health and education-related data in accordance with all ethical, legal, and 

privacy requirements. All research data will be stored for 15 years.   

Participants will also have the option of storing their study data in the Black Dog Institute 

Data Bank – Future Proofing Study. This will allow researchers to use the data in future 

studies to answer new questions about mental health. At all times, data is de-identified. 

Researchers will have to apply to the Black Dog Institute Research Review and Advisory Group 

to be granted access, along with ethics approval.  
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How will our school find out the study results?  

The research team will provide regular updates during the study that can be shared with students 

and parents. At completion, your school with be given a summary to publish in your newsletter 

and/or school website. This summary will also be on the Black Dog Institute website, and the Future 

Proofing Study website. Students and schools will not be identifiable in any communications. 

 

We’d like to be involved, what are the next steps? 

 If you would like your school to participate in the study, please complete the following steps: 

1. For more detailed information about the study, go to our website where you can read through 

our Full Information Pack which contains: 

• Detailed Study Timeline 

• Information Sheet for Parents 

• Information Sheet for Students 

• Smartphone Apps Information Sheet 

• Requesting Health & Education Records: Information 

Sheet for Parents 

• Duty of Care and Risk Management Protocol 

 

2. Complete and sign the Letter of Support 

 

3. Return it to us either by emailing a scanned copy to futureproofing@blackdog.org.au  

 

If you have any questions regarding the study, please contact us by email at 

futureproofing@blackdog.org.au or phone 02 9382 8506.  

 

If you have concerns or wish to make a complaint, please contact the Human Research Ethics 

Committee by email humanethics@unsw.edu.au or by phone 02 93856222 and quote HC180836.  

http://www.futureproofing.org.au/
https://www.blackdoginstitute.org.au/research/participate-in-our-research/future-proofing/information-for-your-school
mailto:futureproofing@blackdog.org.au
mailto:futureproofing@blackdog.org.au
mailto:humanethics@unsw.edu.au
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Contact us  
Email:    futureproofing@blackdog.org.au 

Phone:  02 9382 8506 

Mail:     Black Dog Institute, Hospital Road, Randwick NSW 2031 

www.futureproofing.org.au 

Find us on:   
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blackdoginst  

www.youtube.com/ 
user/BlackDogInst/ 

www.instagram.com/
blackdoginst/ 

www.linkedin.com/ 
company/black-dog-

institute 
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