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Introduction


Welcome to The Little Depression Workbook. We are very pleased that you have decided to read it, but sorry if it is an encounter with depression that has brought you here. Depression is a painful place to be. You might have experienced it before, or this might be the first time. You might wonder whether you even have depression. It doesn’t matter: we don’t need to worry about the exact definition of the word ‘depression’, or how bad things have to be before we use it. The point is that you are suffering in a way that many other people have also suffered. If you have picked up this book, you might relate to some of the following.


■        You have lost your enthusiasm and motivation for things that you used to enjoy.


■        You feel bad much of the time, for instance, sad, guilty, ashamed or hopeless.


■        You think too much, often about things that have gone wrong for you or could go wrong.


■        You feel irritable or get angry easily.


■        You criticise yourself and don’t like yourself very much.


■        You feel lonely, but don’t want to see people when you get the chance.


■        You have no energy and can’t seem to get going.


■        Your life feels narrow, empty or unsatisfying.


If any of that sounds like you, then this book can help. You may have tried many ways to escape from depression, or you may feel too worn out to try. You may have come to believe that depression reflects who you truly are, or how the world truly is, or is what you deserve. 


We disagree. Depression is not your fault, you are bigger than your depression, and you can do something about it using the principles and skills contained in this book. 


Our approach


We are psychologists who have worked with many clients suffering from depression. Our aim here is to offer, in a concise format, the methods that we have found to be most effective, and that are backed up by scientific evidence. So although this workbook may be ‘little’, its potential impact is not.


We will introduce you to ideas and techniques that are drawn from a group of therapies that take a radical approach to reducing suffering. They are called the third wave of cognitive and behavioural therapies, and they make the surprising move of suggesting that it doesn’t matter what thoughts and feelings you have, what matters is how you respond to them. That might sound strange. You might be struggling with very painful thoughts and feelings and desperately want them to go away. But maybe your efforts to make them go away haven’t worked. So maybe it is time to try something different.


The ‘third wave’


The third wave of cognitive and behavioural therapies arose from the meeting of Western psychology and Eastern contemplative traditions from the 1960s onwards. As Western psychologists explored the Eastern traditions, they found that they contained profound insights about the mind and powerful methods for reducing suffering, and they set about integrating them with Western psychological therapies. 


In particular, mindfulness was adopted, a technique that seeks to relieve suffering not by changing our thoughts or feelings, but instead by changing our relationship with our thoughts and feelings. Mindfulness means simply noticing thoughts and feelings and letting them be as they are, rather than struggling with them or acting them out. More recently, psychologists have turned their attention to the role of compassion in the Eastern traditions, and have integrated compassion for oneself and others into newer third-wave therapies. 


In this book, we will be drawing primarily upon ACT (Acceptance and Commitment Therapy), a third-wave therapy developed in the USA by Steven Hayes, Kelly Wilson and Kirk Strosahl. ACT addresses the core processes that keep people stuck in life by using mindfulness and compassion to promote positive behaviour change. As such, ACT can be used in any situtation, not just with depression. ACT is evidence-based, having been validated (to date) in more than 300 randomised controlled trials, which are the gold standard for research on psychological therapies. Because ACT breaks mindfulness up into several component skills, we won’t generally be using the word ‘mindfulness’ in this book, but instead will cover the skills that comprise it, as they are set out in ACT.


And if you are at all troubled by the spiritual origins of some of the insights and methods offered here – don’t be. As you will see, they can be appreciated and used outside of any religious framework and are compatible with any other beliefs that you might hold. 


How to use this book


In order to help you free yourself from depression, we will: 


■        introduce you to relevant psychological theories and principles


■        illustrate these with examples from our own clinical work (all case examples are composites, to protect the anonymity of our clients)


■        ask you to do brief practical exercises as you read, to help you understand more deeply the ideas being discussed


■        teach you exercises that you can do regularly, to help you build the skills that you need.


Practice


Meaningful change happens through doing, not just through reading and thinking. Reading this book will be somewhat helpful, but real change will come with doing the exercises and practices included in it. You are working against habits that have built up over a lifetime and instincts that are common to us all, and instead learning new ways of responding to your thoughts and feelings. As with any new skill, this takes practice. 


It is not a linear process – once you have read the book and started working on the skills taught in it, you will need to keep working on all of them together. And you need to practise the skills regularly, even when you are feeling fine, rather than turning to them only in a crisis. 


Think of learning to play a sport. You would not expect to learn to play football at a high level just by reading about how to do it. And you would not wait until you were on the pitch to try out a new technique that you had read about. You would expect to put in a lot of time practising your skills, so that they are second nature by the time you really need them. You would shoot penalty after penalty, kick cross after cross, slowly honing all the skills of playing football. Eventually you would just know, physically, how to kick the ball, without having to think about it too much. The skills offered here can also become something you just know how to do. The benefits can begin to show up quite quickly or they can take some time. But either way, they increase the more practice you do.


What works?


There is another radical move that we want you to make. We want you to stop asking, ‘Is this true?’, and instead ask, ‘Does it work?’ We can get into endless debates with ourselves and others over what is true, and often it gets us no closer to the life that we want to live. Often our clients who suffer from depression have very strong views about themselves, such as, ‘I am a failure’. And if we were to disagree with them, they would prove us wrong a hundred times over, with numerous examples from their lives and other pieces of evidence, and maybe also clever logical arguments. Who can say if they are right or not? Who can define what a ‘failure’ is, or say for sure whether they are one? What we can say is that calling yourself a failure probably does not help you to live a satisfying life. So, the better question is, ‘Does believing this or debating it constantly take me closer to where I want to be?’ Or, to put it another way, ‘Is this workable?’ 


Try it!


The only way to know what will work for you is to try it out. Again, we could get into endless debates about what seems most likely to work. And in doing so, we could probably talk ourselves out of trying most things. So we encourage you to put those debates aside and test things out. Think of yourself as a scientist: they don’t just test their theories in debate; they do it in the laboratory, in experiments. So we invite you to test out what we offer you in the laboratory of your own life, and let your experience be your guide as to whether something helps you or not.


Be kind to yourself


If you are suffering from depression, you might be in the habit of speaking harshly to yourself. You might even think it’s a good idea, or be so used to doing it that you aren’t even aware you’re doing it. We will talk about this a lot more in Chapter 6, but for now we want to suggest that you be kind to yourself as you read this book. What do we mean by this? Well, you might find it hard to do all the exercises we suggest, or to practise them consistently, or they might not seem to work for you, or you might find it hard even to read the book. If so, be kind and supportive to yourself, just as you would a friend who was in your situation. Everything is harder when you are experiencing depression, and a kindly approach is always more workable than a harsh one. We do better with kindly encouragement than with criticism and contempt.


Beyond this book


While we hope that this book will be helpful, it is not intended to be a comprehensive answer to depression. You might want to seek out other kinds of help, whether after you finish the book, alongside it, or even at this point.


The Little Depression Workbook is an introduction to ideas and methods drawn from therapies that would normally be delivered in person by a therapist. It is not a replacement for in-person therapy. A therapist can work with you in ways that are tailored to your particular circumstances, issues and preferences. And a therapist can form a relationship with you that is warm and supportive: we know from research that a good relationship between therapist and client leads to effective therapy.


There are other self-help books (some of which we’ve listed on p179) that will give you a more detailed introduction to the therapies we draw on here, whereas this book is an effort to integrate their ideas and methods in a compact format. If you find it helpful, you might want to explore a particular therapy further, whether in another book or with a therapist. And this book has not itself been scientifically validated. The research on third-wave therapies mainly looks at face-to-face therapy, rather than self-help books; so, while the ideas and methods presented here have been scientifically tested, this particular presentation of them has not.


And finally, there is nothing that works for everyone, all the time. Different people respond to different therapies, at different times. So, while this book might be just what you need, it also might not suit you right now, and you might find another approach more helpful. The only way to know is to try it and see.


If things are really bad


Unfortunately, it is common for people suffering from depression to think of hurting or even killing themselves, and, sadly, a small proportion of them act on these thoughts. If you are having thoughts of that kind, then we are really sorry that things are so bad. 


If you are thinking of harming yourself, then we recommend that you seek some extra support alongside this book. If these thoughts are compelling, and you think that you might act on them, please tell someone close to you who can support you. You can also contact (in the UK – if you are elsewhere, please seek out equivalent resources in your country):


■        your GP – they will work with you to put a plan in place to keep you safe


■        the NHS out-of-hours service on 111 – they will help you to find the support that you need


■        the Samaritans on 116 123 – they are available 24 hours a day, seven days a week, 365 days a year to speak to anyone who is thinking of suicide.


Please do not despair. We believe that you and your life are worthwhile, and we know that things can get better for you. Please keep on reading and seek whatever other support is appropriate.


A final word from the authors


We hope that this book will be of some help, whether on its own, or by inspiring you to seek face-to-face therapy, or as a companion to therapy, or as a refresher if you have already had therapy. However you use it, we hope that it will assist you in breaking free from depression and moving towards the life you want for yourself. We wish you well on this journey.


Michael and Michael 


April 2020










1 What is depression?


Depression is depressingly common. If we have not suffered from it ourselves, then we probably know someone who has. And the statistics are alarming: 264 million people worldwide are currently diagnosed with depression, making it one of the three leading causes of disability worldwide (James et al., 2018). Clearly, too many people are becoming depressed.


What is less clear is why this is happening. Researchers disagree over whether we are in the midst of an epidemic of depression, perhaps brought on by our modern way of life, or whether we are just diagnosing it more, giving a new name to suffering that has always been with us. We don’t need to take sides in this debate: if you are suffering, we want to help, regardless of what words we use to describe the problem, or what we think caused it. But understanding a problem can help us to resolve it, and so in this chapter we will talk about how depression works, before moving on to solutions in the rest of the book.


Two views of depression 


As with everything to do with the human mind, there are various theories of depression, and various ways of talking about it. We will discuss two of them here: the medical model, which is used in traditional healthcare settings and is probably somewhat familiar to you; and a process model, which is the sort that the third-wave therapies use, and that we will use in this book.


1. The medical model


In the medical model, depression is seen as an illness, which can be diagnosed using a list of symptoms, some of which are mental (e.g. feeling low) and some of which are physical (e.g. feeling tired). If you have a certain number of symptoms then you can be diagnosed with depression, which will be classified as mild, moderate or severe. 


This can be a helpful way of thinking about depression. It helps doctors to quickly describe people’s problems and know what treatment to offer, and many people find it a relief to hear that their experience can not only be named, but is quite common and is an illness. But the medical model has a negative focus – the aim is to cure an ‘illness’, rather than to promote flourishing that goes beyond the relief of symptoms. And it can all too easily become a trap: if we think that we have an illness called ‘depression’, we might start to identify with that label, and lose interest in understanding exactly what ‘depression’ consists of and what we can do about it. We might decide that it is a medical condition that we just have to live with, rather than something that we can address. 


For these reasons, we do not make much use of the medical model here. We will use the word ‘depression’, but we use it loosely. We are less concerned with whether you tick the right boxes for a diagnosis of depression, and more interested in helping you to understand and work with your own particular experience.


2. A process model


Instead of carving up mental distress into distinct ‘illnesses’ such as depression, models of this sort focus on psychological processes that underlie these ‘illnesses’ and cut across them. On this view, the same processes can express themselves in a range of different ways, to produce a range of different ‘mental illnesses’. So, depending on a person’s character and circumstances, the same processes could show up as, for example, either depression, or anxiety, or post-traumatic stress disorder. An analogy might be heart disease, obesity and diabetes: three distinct illnesses that can all be caused by the same underlying process – too many calories that don’t get burnt off.


The advantage of process models is that they focus directly on the psychological factors that drive depression, which makes them a good basis for psychological change. We can look beyond the label of ‘depression’, and see it not as an illness that you are stuck with until someone cures it for you, but rather as something that is created in each moment by what you do with your mind and body, and that you can start to work on right away. And, as you will see, our process-based approach goes beyond the negative focus of the medical model. Rather than stopping at the relief of symptoms, we will give you the tools to live even better than you did before depression arrived on the scene.


How depression works


We will focus on four psychological processes that can drive depression. They are not unique to depression or other forms of mental distress; rather, they are common to us all, because they arise from the way that the human mind has evolved over millions of years in order to help us to survive and thrive. But for some of us these processes can start to cause particular trouble, leading to depression and other types of distress, possibly because of how they play out in our fast-paced modern world. 
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