The following article uses excerpts from a longer article entitled, “The Catch 22’s of Depression” by Jon Allen, PhD, senior staff psychologist at The Menninger Clinic, in Houston, TX. You can read the article in its entirety on the Menninger Web site at www.menninger.com.

By Elizabeth Escobar, M.Ed

Many people feel depressed at one time or another in their lifetime.  Life-changing events such as the loss of a loved one  – even a pet, job stress, moving, school or physical health problems, all can impact one’s mood.

With the research that is available today, we have learned that mood is often affected by one’s brain chemistry. The interplay of how we perceive events and how the fluctuations in our mood can be directly affected by our brain chemistry is still an area of study, but we have learned that depression is a treatable disease.

While everyone gets the blues on occasion, or feels sad for a few days, sometimes with a precipitating event, other times without, a depressive illness is characterized by frequency, duration and intensity of depressed states. Cardinal symptoms of major depression are depressed mood, diminished pleasure, change in appetite or sleep patterns, motor retardation or agitation, fatigue, feelings of worthlessness, problems with concentration or decision-making and thoughts of death or suicide.

A World Health Organization study ranked depression as the fourth most deadly diseases worldwide in 1990 and anticipated that, by 2020, depression will jump to the number two spot, with heart disease as the number one health problem in the world.

With figures as alarming as this, researchers, practicioners, educators and the media are on a fierce campaign to let the public know more about depression. By taking away the stigma and allowing individuals to understand their disorder so that they are more likely to access treatment for it, and sooner, then the hope is that we can avoid that number two spot!

According to Jon Allen, PhD, senior staff psychologist at the world-renowned Menninger Clinic, depression is a Catch 22 situation. Dr. Allen states, “ If you’re depressed, it’s more likely that you’ve been severely stressed and feel exhausted. Therefore, you must rest. But consider one of the most common symptoms of depression: insomnia.”

He goes on to say, “you should eat well, but depression decreases your appetite. You should be active – even exercise – but depression robs you of your energy. You should participate in activities, but depression erodes your capacity for pleasure. You should think realistically but depression brings negative thinking. You should spend time with your family and friends, but depression prompts you to withdraw and isolate. Above all, you should stay hopeful, but depression may bring hopelessness.”

Given this information, people may feel further discouragement and feel like they will never recover, but, Dr. Allen goes on to state, “understanding depression and accepting the seriousness of the condition, puts you in the best position to cope with it.” 

Dr. Allen’s realistic understanding of depression can give almost any person hope. He goes on to say that “it is not impossible to recovery from depression, despite the Catch 22’s. We know this because people do recover. Recovery is difficult, but not impossible. Making the distinction between difficult and impossible is crucial to recovery.”

It is well known in the field of mental health, that if a person actively engages in their own treatment (or the treatment of a loved one by participating in a family program), the chances of success are much greater. Actively engaging in your treatment includes seeking out education, counseling, and at times, medication, to alleviate depressive symptoms.

Dr. Allen summarizes it this way, “treatment gives you more leverage over the Catch 22s. And while many individuals feel they lack the ability, when feeling depressed, to engage in treatment, the reality is that if they do, they are likely to see a decrease in symptoms. And if there is family support, all the better. The more education and support an individual and family has, the more likely they are to recover.”

He concludes with, “there are many good treatments. Fully appreciating the challenges depression poses might help you be less self-critical and more compassionate toward yourself. Caring for yourself is the foundation for recovering and remaining well.”

By remaining well, as Dr. Allen puts it, both emotionally and physically, we can enjoy a fuller, richer life. If you, or someone you know is struggling with depression, don’t hesitate to seek help. There are several good Web sites, such as The World Federation for Mental Health, at www.wfmh.org, and the National Institute of Health, at www.nih.gov, that offers information about depression, as well as other mental health disorders. Support groups are often available in many countries worldwide, as are mental health practitioners. If you need help finding someone, please contact your embassy so that they may direct you to someone who can help in your area.

Feel free to contact the author with questions or suggestions for upcoming “Mental Health Matters” at jojoinoak@aol.com.
