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UNDERSTANDING DEPRESSION
CP3
Student Counselling, Career and Development Centre 

Summerstrand South Campus:

Tel: 041-504 2511

Summerstrand North Campus:

Tel: 041-504 3222

2nd Avenue Campus:

Tel: 041-504 3854

Missionvale Campus:

Tel: 041-504 1106

NMMU After-hours Crisis Helpline: 

082-428 5009

What is depression?

[image: image2.jpg]-5



It is expected that at one time or another everyone will feel sad or overwhelmed due to the loss of a friendship, relationship, loved one, another reason. 

These feelings are usually of limited duration and, while painful at the time, cause little disruption to our daily lives. At times, however, these feelings of sadness can become so overwhelming, intense and prolonged that daily functioning becomes difficult or even impossible. When this happens the person is described as ‘depressed’.

Depression is a disturbance in mood marked by a deep sense of sadness. It can be quite pervasive, affecting many or all aspects of your life. The ability to recognize depressive symptoms and/or patterns in yourself and in others will help you to deal with it more effectively and take appropriate action.

SYMPTOMS OF DEPRESSION

Changes in Feelings 

· depressed mood and feelings of emptiness 

· helplessness and/or hopelessness 

· feeling worthless 

· exaggerated sense of self blame and/ or feelings of guilt e.g. It’s all my fault. 

· crying spells or lack of emotional response (i.e. I just feel numb) 

· loss of warm feelings toward family and friends feeling like being alone or wanting to isolate yourself from everyone else 

· loss of interest or pleasure in usual activities 

· loss of sexual desire 

Changes in behaviours 

· academic and/or work difficulties 

· loss of interest in activities 

· isolation from important/significant people in your life 
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lack of energy; fatigue 

· irritability; complaining 

· being in a bad mood more often than not 

· difficulty in making decisions 

· difficulty in concentrating and remembering 

· easily overwhelmed; not able to complete everyday tasks and activities 

· increased alcohol/ drug use 

Changes in thoughts 

· persistent negative perception/thoughts 

· suicidal thoughts 

Physical complaints 

· lethargic, always seem tired or fatigued 

· change in sleeping and eating habits (i.e. sleeping longer hours, waking up in the middle of the night or early in the morning, difficulty falling asleep; loss of appetite or increase in appetite) 

· gastrointestinal difficulties (upset stomach, diarrhoea) 

· persistent headaches 

Why does someone become depressed?
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There are many reasons why people will become depressed. Some common causes of depression (especially for students) are: a loss of a significant relationship, leaving home, academic difficulties, parental conflict, concerns about the future e.g. 'What am I going to do when I complete my studies?’,  ‘ What do I want from life’ . 

It helps (where possible) to understand the cause of the depression in order to cope. Other environmental and even possible chemical or biological factors may also play a role in the causation of depression. Regardless of the reason, feeling depressed is very difficult and many people who are depressed need some help in coping with their situation.

When the cause is obvious, as in the case of the loss of a loved one, the reaction is more likely to subside over time. When the cause is not apparent, it is more difficult and the symptoms are likely to worsen. Genetic factors have been shown by research to play a role in the development of depression. So, if there is a history of depression in your family, be alert to possible signs in yourself.

Some studies indicate that there is a higher prevalence of depression among females.  It is thought that hormonal changes may play a role in this regard. Another consideration is that females are more likely than men to be raped and physically and verbally abused which also could lead to depression. Low self esteem, feelings of helplessness and self -blame are by-products of any form of abuse and can cause or worsen depression.

Some studies of females in society indicate that due to social conditioning they generally have lower senses of self-worth than men. In many societies females do most of the housework and child rearing, often in addition to a job.  This can result in multiple stressors. It is possible that such factors contribute to the greater likelihood for depression among women. 

What should I do if I feel depressed?
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The first thing to remember is that almost everyone feels depressed at one time or another. And, more often than not, most people return to their normal functioning at some point. You will not necessarily be depressed forever.

Take time to assess why you are feeling the way you are feeling e.g. Is it due to academic problems, your social life or your relationships with family and friends? Feeling sad or depressed in most cases is an expected and appropriate reaction to a stressor or situation. When you lose something important in your life, it is appropriate and expected that you will feel sad and even depressed. However, when these feelings become overwhelming, too intense, last for an extensive period of time, or significantly interfere with your ability to function, it might be wise to make efforts to change your situation. 

Some ideas may be to: 

· If possible, give yourself a break from the stressful situation and/or event. 

· Seek out the support of friends and/or family, or seek out the assistance of those who may be able to change your situation. 

· Attempt to engage in activities that you enjoy. You may consider making changes to your routine, trying to become more involved or forcing yourself to do something new. 

· Avoid making long term commitments or decisions until you are feeling clearer and more level-headed 
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Take things day by day attempt to accomplish small goals as opposed to wanting to solve everything at once 

· Make certain you engage in an enough exercise, get proper nutrition and sleep. 

Treatment for depression

Depression is a common issue that many students face, but it is not to be taken lightly. 

Note: Should feelings of depression persist or worsen, it may be advisable to seek help from a Student Counsellor or another mental health professional.
Depression is treatable with counselling and/or medication. Medication can correct the chemical imbalance that is found in people with symptoms of clinical (severe and prolonged) depression. It is important to get help as not doing so will only serve to prolong the suffering experienced. Counselling provides an opportunity to discuss your difficulties and will enable you to cope more effectively with matters that are contributing to your depression.

Effect of depression on relationships
Depression entails a desire to withdraw, a lack of energy and a diminished capacity for pleasure. The depressed person tends to focus on the negative and overlook the positive.  In a relationship the desire to isolate yourself from your partner can cause negative effects on the relationship.  Depression can also lead to rejection where the depressed person feels unloved and rejected. In part your perception may reflect your own negative thinking. But depression often causes actual rejection.

[image: image7.jpg]



This happens because: 

· Depressed persons are less responsive to others e.g. show less eye-contact, don’t smile as often. When they do communicate, they are more likely to express negative feelings. 

· Depressed persons are less likely to satisfy others needs for approval and interest. 

· Depressed persons are less likely to conform to behaviour expected in social situations. Their lack of enthusiasm and engagement evokes negative feelings. 

· Impaired social skills are both the cause and the result of depression. Problematic social behaviour can contribute to interpersonal conflicts that plunge a person into depression. In turn, the factors that reflect the depressed state are social withdrawal, low energy, lack of enthusiasm and negative thinking.  These contribute to problems in social interactions.

How can I help someone who may be depressed? 

Those who struggle to help depressed persons may benefit from being aware of the cycle depressed persons find themselves in and instead to develop a sense of patience. 
Some factors to consider are:

· Counselling focused on interpersonal relationships has been especially helpful in the treatment of depression. They need to be aware that depressed persons often behave in a way that is unattractive, irritating and frustrating.

· Remain supportive, blaming the depression on the person, trying to "make" them "snap out of it" and other confrontational techniques can backfire and make the situation worse. It is important to first let the person know that you are concerned about him/her and want to help. It may be helpful to state specifically what behaviour(s) you have noticed that is of concern. For e.g. ‘I noticed that you have not left your room for the past few days and you have not been going to class.’

· Listening to the person without judging.

· Recommending that the person contact a mental health professional for assistance. If the person is suicidal it is okay to talk about the suicide directly. One does not increase the risk of suicide by asking about it. The individual may in fact feel relief in being able to admit to thoughts of taking his/her own life. If the individual is having serious thoughts about suicide it is important to seek professional help right away.

In attempting to help someone who is depressed, it is very normal to experience feelings of anger, frustration and helplessness. If you need some assistance and support in dealing with someone close to you who is depressed, talk to a counsellor. 

It is important to note that if depressive symptoms persist over a week, it is advisable that professional help is sought.

STUDENT COUNSELLING, CAREER AND DEVELOPMENT CENTRE
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South Campus: Embizweni Building: 041 5042511

North Campus: (Opposite the Goldfields Auditorium): 041 504 3222

Second Avenue Campus: (Opposite Cafeteria): 041 504 3854

Missionvale Campus: Administration building Office number D126 041 5041106

If you would like to make an appointment, telephone or call in at our Reception area.
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