Depression

What is depression?
Depression is a state of low mood and aversion to activity that can affect a person's thoughts, behaviour, feelings and physical well-being.
[image: ]People who have depression may feel down, lose interest in things that they used to enjoy, have an abnormal appetite, be unable to sleep, find it hard to concentrate, can’t be bothered to do things, and don’t feel like socializing.  Most people experience some of these symptoms at some stage in their lives, but when it starts to affect you on a daily basis and stops you from doing things, it becomes more significant.








How common is depression?
One in six New Zealanders will experience serious depression at some time in their life, and more mild depression is even more common than this.  It may not seem like it, but most probably there is someone you know who has it, or has had it in the past.  
Who else has it?
Brooke Shields, JK Rowling, Jim Carrey, Sheryl Crowe, Winston Churchill, Sting, Elton John, Monet, Abraham Lincoln, JK (from the depression ads).  Remember, you are not alone, depression is very common, but people don’t talk about it.
What causes depression?
Some people may have a ‘trigger’, or particular bad event that seems to set off depressive symptoms.  For some people this can be stress at work, difficult home life, feeling lonely, bereavement, changes in circumstances such as job loss, or being busy and not having time to look after yourself.  In other people, depression just happens, without any particular reason or trigger.  This can sometimes be frustrating if you are trying to get to the bottom of why it has happened.
Alcohol, smoking, cannabis, caffeine, and some medications can all lead to depression, and make the symptoms worse.  If there are depressed people in your family you are more likely to be affected.  Underactive thyroid and some other medical conditions can also lead to depression.
When you start to feel down there are some chemical processes which can become imbalanced in the brain.  Feeling happy is associated with the chemicals dopamine and serotonin, and also with endorphins.  When you feel down, your brain may be lacking in these chemicals, although quite why this happens no-one really knows yet.
Are there different types of depression?
Yes, depression can also be postnatal (after having a baby), manic depression, due to a traumatic event (reactive depression), or as a result of a medical condition (secondary depression).
What is ‘manic depression’ (bipolar disorder)?  
Sometimes people may have depression that alternates with an abnormally elevated mood and energy levels, or euphoria.  This is manic depression, or bipolar disorder, and requires different treatment than depression alone.
How do I know if I have depression?
If you have some of the symptoms outlined above you may have depression.  One recent and simple screening tool to check whether you could have depression is the PHQ 9 (Patient health questionnaire 9).  This is a series of questions exploring some of the symptoms of depression and it has been shown to be reasonably accurate.    Take a test! http://www.depression.org.nz/content/depression/self+test
If you score less than 5 you probably don’t have depression.  If you score 5-10 you may have depression.  If you score more than 10 you probably do have depression, and more than 15 indicates a more severe type of depression.  This tool does not take the place of speaking to a doctor and is just a starting point.  If you think you could be depressed, it is best to talk to your doctor.
If you have had a baby in the past 1-2 years, then the EPDS (Edinburg Postnatal Depression Scale) is a more accurate test for you.  Take the test! 
http://www.fresno.ucsf.edu/pediatrics/downloads/edinburghscale.pdf 
The scoring system for the EPDS is contained at the end of the sheet.  Again, if you think you may have postnatal depression, come and talk to us.
Will it go away?
Yes!  The good news is that the majority of patients get better quite quickly once they have sought help and have got a treatment plan in place.

Help!  What can I do about depression?
Thankfully there are heaps of things that you can do to make yourself feel better.
1. Exercise.  The more you do, the better you will feel.  Try to make yourself do a little bit every day, even if you don’t feel like it.
2. Socialize.  Try to socialize regularly, even if you don’t feel like it.  This helps you start to feel more normal again, and may also take your mind off things.
3. Relaxation.  Relaxation techniques and meditation can really help to reduce stress.  Find a local class, or get yourself a DVD.  There are also some great resources on Youtube.
4. Self help tools.  Try Structured Problem Solving (SPS) – a great self help technique.  Seehttp://www.depression.org.nz/content/waythrough/self+help/problem+solving for more details.  For more info, check out www.depression.org.nz and http://www.thelowdown.co.nz/ 
5. Talking.  Tell someone – friends and relatives are a great source of support and can help you through it.
6. Bereavement counseling.  If you think your depression may have been triggered by the death of a loved one, bereavement counseling may be very healing and restorative.
7. Do fun things!  Find something you enjoy such as music, cookery, painting, sports, tramping, surfing etc.  If you stopped doing something you used to enjoy, consider starting it again.
8. Be creative!  Even if you’re not normally a creative person, doing something creative can be a great outlet for your imagination, and can do wonderfully therapeutic things.
9. Be kind to yourself – get a hair cut, massage, pamper yourself, look after your body and your mind will also feel better
10. Stop drugs, alcohol and smoking – they cause depression and make it worse.  Talk to your doctor if you would like help to stop, there are lots of things that can help.
11. Sleep well, but don’t lie in bed all day.  See our ‘insomnia’ advice leaflet or http://www.depression.org.nz/content/waythrough/self+help/sleep for more information about sleeping well.
12. Mood gym – learn to think differently and in a more positive way, see www.moodgym.anu.edu.au
13. Try herbal medicines – St Johns Wort is helpful for some people.  This can interact with some other medicines though, so it’s best to talk to your doctor before starting it.
14. Talk to a professional – even if there is no specific trigger, many people find that talking things through with someone can be incredibly helpful.  This could be a trained counselor, psychotherapist, or your doctor.  Depression is one of the commonest things that GPs deal with, and they won’t just give you pills.  If your depression can be sorted without medication, this is always preferable. 
15. Cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) – uses the same principles as mood gym to get you thinking more positively.
How long does it take to get better?
Most people start to feel better the moment they start to seek help for depression.  Telling someone can be the most difficult part, but is the first step on the road to recovery.  Knowing you are doing something about it can in itself be healing.  Most people start to feel they are on the road to recovery within a few weeks of starting treatment.
I don’t want medication, should I bother seeing my doctor?
Yes!  As you can see from the above, there are many different options besides medications, and in fact medications are only one small part of the much bigger picture.  Having a proper diagnosis and knowing what your options are can be very empowering.
Aren’t antidepressants bad for you?
Good question!  Lois will shortly be conducting a review of the evidence about this in our evidence-based section.  In the meantime read the pros and cons for yourself at http://www.patient.co.uk/health/Antidepressants-SSRIs.htm 
I’m feeling better, how can I stay that way?  Will I have a relapse?
Have a think about the things you found most useful to get better, and keep doing them!  It may be as simple as continuing to confide in a friend, keeping up that hobby, going for it with the exercise, or setting yourself new challenges so the old ones don’t get tired.  It is true that if you have had depression in the past, you are more at risk of getting it again, but you won’t necessarily, so don’t think yourself into it.  Work out what the triggers and warning signs were for you, and be on the lookout for those things.  Nipping it in the bud early is much easier than trying to get over a severe depressive episode.
I think I’m drinking too much alcohol, what can I do?
Alcohol definitely contributes to depression, and some people use it as a coping mechanism or means of escape.  Talk to your doctor, and see http://www.cads.org.nz/ for more information on helping with alcohol problems.
How can I find a good counselor?
The Mental Health Foundation of New Zealand has some excellent resources at http://www.mentalhealth.org.nz/page/mhf_337.php
Yellow Pages also has lists of counselors, as will your doctor.  Look for a counselor with a degree in psychology, and someone with lots of experience.
Kumeu Therapy Centre – 46 Riverhead Road – 09 4125661 - http://www.kumeutherapycentre.co.nz 


I’m feeling suicidal, what should I do?
If this is an emergency and you think you or someone you know is at risk of suicide, please dial 111 for immediate help.
Local mental health crisis team Waitemata – 09 8228500/09 8228600
http://www.spinz.org.nz/page/42-In-Crisis
Depression helpline NZ 0800 111 757
Lifeline – 0800 543354
Youthline – 0800 376633
Samaritans – 0800 726666
Silver Fern Medical Centre – 09 4115222

Key Messages:
· You are not alone!
· Tell someone
· Seek help from a professional
· Try some self help techniques

Links
http://www.thelowdown.co.nz/ - teen depression website
www.depression.org.nz - JK takes you through key points of depression
http://moodgym.anu.edu.au free online self help tool
http://www.spinz.org.nz/page/5-Home suicide prevention New Zealand
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