Is It

Depression?
Depression is a serious
illness that affects
nearly 15 million
American adults each
year. Here’s what
you need to know.
by Beth Adamo

W

e all experience
changes in our
mood—times when we
feel sad, distracted, or just
plain down in the dumps.
Sometimes these feelings
are a normal reaction to
an upsetting event or situation, such as the death of
a loved one or losing your
job. Sometimes life’s daily
stresses can cause you to
feel anxious and troubled.
And sometimes you feel
bad for seemingly no
reason at all. But are you
depressed?
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Defining depression

“Major depressive disorder is a significant medical problem that is amongst
the most impairing of all medical
conditions,” says Mark Zimmerman,
M.D., Director of Outpatient
Psychiatry at Rhode Island Hospital in
Providence, Rhode Island. “It’s not just
the normal mood swings. Rather, clinical [or major] depression is a persistent
condition lasting a minimum of weeks
that is associated with a collection of
different symptoms.” These symptoms
may include:
•P
 ersistent sad, anxious, or
empty mood
• S leep problems such as insomnia,
disturbed sleep, or oversleeping
•D
 isturbances in appetite, either
increased or decreased
• Fatigue and feeling worn out

•P
 roblems concentrating or focusing on
the task at hand
• Feeling like a failure or worthless
•P
 ervasive and persistent guilt
and self-blame about decisions or
behaviors in the past
•L
 ack of pleasure or interest in things
that were once enjoyed
• Desire to be dead or thoughts of suicide

An accurate diagnosis is key

To be treated effectively for depression,
it’s absolutely essential that you get
an accurate diagnosis. According to
Dr. Zimmerman, a diagnosis of depression requires that these three elements
are present:
1. Y
 our symptoms are persistent, lasting
throughout the day for a minimum of
a few weeks.

Get Up and Move
2. Y
 ou are experiencing at least five
symptoms from the list, and they’re
affecting other areas of your life,
such as sleep, eating, interests, and
concentration.
3. You aren’t able to function normally.
“Diagnosis informs treatment and
an incorrect diagnosis can result in
prescribing medications that are not
necessary, as well as failure to prescribe
medication or therapy for unrecognized
conditions,” he says. Because depression is often
associated with
physical problems like general
aches and pains,
trouble sleeping,
or disturbances
in appetite, a
thorough evaluation needs to be done for
possible causes, including psychological
causes. “There’s a definite link between
physical complaints and psychiatric
issues that’s increasingly being recognized among primary care doctors,” says
Dr. Zimmerman.

Causes of depression

Depression is a biopsychosocial condition, which means there’s a biological
(genetic) component, a psychological
(emotional) component, and a social
(environmental) component—and
they’re intertwined.
Studies show that depression tends to
run in families, but there’s no specific test
that can be done to check for it. In

When you’re depressed, the last thing you want to do might
be to exercise. But studies show that it’s an effective way to
help cope with depression. In addition to releasing moodboosting chemicals in the brain, physical activity helps you build
confidence and self-esteem, improve sleep, reduce stress, get
more social interaction, and do something that’s good for
your body. It can be something as simple as working in the
yard or taking a walk around the block. Anything that gets you
up and moving is a step in the right direction.

addition, people who are depressed
have certain brain characteristics that
are different from people who are not
depressed. “How an individual interacts
with the world, and their predisposition
to think in a certain way also makes
them vulnerable to being depressed,” says
Dr. Zimmerman. For example, if you
say “hello” to a coworker and he doesn’t
respond, are you likely to think he just
didn’t hear you and forget about it? Or are
you more inclined to think he doesn’t like
you or he’s mad at you? “Someone who
is depressed will more likely interpret
things in a negative or self-critical way,”
he says.

Getting help

Treatment for depression usually involves
antidepressant medication and psychotherapy, or a combination of the two.
Cognitive behavioral therapy—a type
of psychotherapy—focuses on working
through any negative outlooks that
make a person vulnerable to depression. “Individuals with depression

tend to withdraw, so a goal of cognitive
behavioral therapy may be to get the
person engaged and active again,” says
Dr. Zimmerman. More and more, this
approach involves helping people with
depression live a healthy lifestyle by exercising, eating healthy foods, and avoiding
substances that may worsen their mood.
People with serious medical conditions
are also at increased risk for depression.
“Medical illness is a stressful event,
so it’s not surprising to see depressive
symptoms in a person who has had
a heart attack or has cancer,” says
Dr. Zimmerman. “Increasing evidence
shows that there is a therapeutic benefit
to treating depression while treating a
severe medical illness.”
If you’re experiencing symptoms
of depression, don’t ignore them.
Contact a mental health professional
or your primary care doctor, or ask a
friend or family member to help you get
the professional help you need.

Depression Facts
Major depression:

One in eight men and one
in four women will experience
depression in their lifetime.

• Affects nearly 15 million American adults each year.
• Is the leading cause of disability among people
aged 15-44 in the United States.
• Can develop at any age, but the median age at
onset is 32.
Source: National Institute of Mental Health
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