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Introduction


It is normal to feel down now and again, but if you have depression, it can feel very different. You may feel low, find it hard to function, or even struggle to just get out of bed for weeks or months at a time. Around one in 25 people worldwide suffer from depression and it affects individuals of all ages and genders. But the good news is that with the right self-care, support and treatment most people with depression can make a full recovery – or at least learn how to manage their symptoms and enjoy a fulfilling life again. Depression isn’t the same for everyone; the circumstances that led to your low mood, and therefore the way you deal with it, will be unique to you. The first part of this book aims to help you understand what depression is and to identify the possible causes of your distress. Part 2 offers a range of self-help approaches, as well as an overview of the medical and alternative therapies available, so you can choose the lifestyle changes and treatments that could work for you.








 


 


 


PART 1


Understanding Depression


This section gives you an overview of what depression is, its symptoms and its causes. People often say they’re depressed when they’re simply having a bad day or week. True depression lasts longer and, depending on the severity, it can severely disrupt your everyday life. Over the following pages you will learn about the different types of depression and their associated symptoms. You’ll also discover the factors that may have contributed to your low mood, which can include excessive stress, insufficient sleep, poor diet and hormonal changes. This will help you to identify the likely reasons for your particular symptoms, so you can go on to find ways to deal with them.


 


 


 


 


What is depression?


Depression is the term used to describe when someone is suffering from a low mood, or has other symptoms like a loss of interest or pleasure in activities they usually enjoy. True depression causes feelings that interfere with your daily life and can come and go for weeks or months, rather than just days. The more your depression hampers your ability to function normally, the more seriously you should take it. As well as causing psychological symptoms, depression can have a negative impact on your physical health and how you interact with other people. Some people may only experience depression once in their lifetime, while others might suffer several episodes. It’s true that some people view depression as a trivial condition that simply requires sufferers to “pull themselves together”, but in reality if depression is left untreated it can become a serious health issue.


 


 


 


 


How depressed are you?


Depression can be mild, moderate or severe. Mild depression is very common and has some impact on your daily life, but usually resolves itself or improves by following self-help strategies such as those listed in the second part of this book. Moderate depression has a significant impact on your daily life. It might improve with self-help measures and you may need medical help with talking therapies or even antidepressants. Severe depression is much more debilitating; it makes everyday life challenging and can lead to suicidal thoughts. To recover you will almost certainly need both talking therapies and antidepressants. Your medical practitioner is likely to refer you to a mental health specialist.


 


 


 


 


Spot the signs


There are many psychological symptoms of depression to look out for and not everybody experiences all of them. You might feel pessimistic about the future and that there’s nothing you can do to improve your situation. Your self-esteem and self-confidence might take a dip or you may find yourself becoming more anxious and tearful. Perhaps you’ve noticed you are more restless, irritable and intolerant of others, or maybe you are flying off the handle for no good reason. You might feel guilty about things you’ve done in the past or struggle to make even the simplest decision. For some people, just getting through each day and undertaking everyday tasks can feel overwhelming.


 


 


 


 


Physical symptoms


Depression can also take a toll on your physical health. Some sufferers lose their appetite and experience significant weight loss, while others turn to food for comfort and gain weight. Others might try to drown their sorrows with alcohol or use drugs to numb their feelings. Sleep disturbances are another key symptom, with some people having difficulty falling or staying asleep. Or you might sleep for longer and find it harder to get out of bed each morning. It’s common to lack energy and some sufferers lose interest in their appearance, while others might find it difficult to complete domestic tasks or function at work. Panic attacks – which can be very frightening – are another physical symptom of mental distress. As well as anxiety and a feeling of impending doom, you might experience breathing difficulties, nausea and a racing heartbeat. Depression can even manifest as unusual aches and pains, stomach cramps and headaches.


 


 


 


 


Social symptoms


When you’re in the grip of depression both your self-esteem and self-confidence can take a hit, and this can affect how you interact with other people. When you have a low opinion of yourself it’s common to think that other people will, too, and you may start to withdraw from your friends and family as well as avoid social gatherings. However, the more you isolate yourself from other people, the more rejected and unloved you’ll feel, which in turn can make you feel even more depressed. But you are not doomed to be trapped in this cycle of negative feelings forever – there are ways out. Part 2 of this book will support you in moving through your depression and getting out the other side.


 


 


 


 


Who gets depression?


Depression is a common mental health issue. The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that almost four per cent of the global population suffer from the condition. This equates to around 300 million people. 


Women are more than twice as likely as men to suffer from depression. This could partly be because women are more likely to see a medical practitioner and therefore be diagnosed. Plus, women are prone to hormonal fluctuations, which are often involved in low mood. Women also tend to face extra pressures from taking on most of the burden of childcare, perhaps while looking after an ailing parent and running a home, as well as holding down a job.


Men, on the other hand, respond to depression differently. They are much less likely to talk to family or friends about how they’re feeling, or to seek help from a medical practitioner. This may be because men are generally brought up to put on a brave face and not admit when they’re experiencing problems. Instead, men are more likely to bottle up their problems and use alcohol and drugs to help them cope. Drinking too much can make depression worse and raise the risk of impulsive behaviour, increasing the risk factor for suicide.


 


 


 


 


What causes depression?


Rather than having one particular cause, it’s likely that depression is down to a combination of biological, social and psychological factors. These include a chemical imbalance in the brain, an inherited tendency toward depression, physical illness, the pressures of modern life, low self-esteem and a negative outlook. Depression can be triggered by stressful life events like bereavement, divorce, redundancy or serious illness. Money worries and loneliness – which many people experienced during the coronavirus pandemic – can also increase the risk of becoming depressed. Hormonal and physical changes during the menstrual cycle, after having a baby and when going through the menopause, can also lead to depression. Even changes in the seasons or low levels of natural light during darker winter months can help to create a persistent low mood.
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