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These students aim to increase public awareness, pro-
vide support, and to end stigma associated with be-
havioral health conditions. Click on “Inform Yourself”
for further information on depression and other be-
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What is Depression?

Like diabetes and heart disease, depression is
a serious but common medical condition. It
affects 9.9 million (or 5 percent of adult) Ameri-
cans. Depression is an ‘equal opportunity’
health condition, affecting individuals of all age,

ethnic, religious, and socioeconomic groups.

Depression encompasses more than normal

feelings of sadness. It is a persistent feeling of
sadness, hopelessness, and helplessness that can
significantly interfere with one’s mood, daily
activities, relationships, and physical health. It is
the most common cause of disability in the U.S.
and other developed nations.

Despite depression’s prevalence, its social
stigma often hinders treatment seeking, as only
one-third of those with depression do so. This
stigma can have sad consequences. Untreated
depression can lead to more frequent and se-
vere symptoms, and at its extreme, suicide.
About half of individuals who commit suicide
have suffered from depression.

As devastating as depression can be, it is
highly treatable. Fortunately, recent strides in
medical research have contributed to a much
better understanding of this condition and the
diversity of effective treatments. Hopefully, this
growing knowledge can help lessen the stigma

surrounding this illness.

What Causes Depression?

Most likely, there is no single cause, as depression is
influenced by many factors unique to the individual.
For example, two college freshmen with similar stress-
ors may experience differences in the influences and
severity of their symptoms. Student A, having no histo-
ry of depression, might have mild symptoms, while Stu-
dent B with a self and family history might have severe
ones. For Student A, the environment likely plays a ma-
Jjor role. However, Student B’s underlying biological
and genetic makeup likely plays a dominant role, with
his environment merely acting as a trigger.

Though the causes vary, research suggests that the
condition is linked to a disruption in neurotransmitter
activity. Neurotransmitters are chemicals that help
transmit electrical signals between brain cells and regu-
late mood. Norepinephrine serotonin and dopamine
are common neurotransmitters.

What are the Symptoms?

People with depression experience many of the fol-
lowing symptoms, which tend to occur at the same
time, last more than two weeks, and disrupt their nor-
mal daily activities:

e Chronic physical discomfort unresponsive to routine
medical treatment (i.e., headaches, pain, digestive
problems).

¢ Physical slowing or agitation.

e Drastic changes in sleep, appetite, and energy.

e Difficulty thinking, concentrating, and remembering.

e Persistent sad, anxious, or irritable mood.

e Loss of interest or pleasure in activities once enjoyed.

¢ Feelings of hopelessness, pessimism.

e Feelings of guilt, worthlessness, and helplessness.

e Recurrent thoughts of death or suicide.

How is Depression Treated?

A variety of short-term, research-based treat-
ments are available. The type(s) used depends
on the person and the severity and patterns of
symptoms. The
most common
types are psycho-
therapy and medi-
cation. They may be
used alone orin
combination.

Psychotherapy
Also known as “talk
therapy.” Either

cognitive behavior

therapy (which em-
phasizes problem-solving and constructive
thought processes) and interpersonal therapy
(which emphasizes improvement of personal
relationships) used alone, are highly effective in
treating mild to moderate depression.
Medicationn Generally used in combination
with psychotherapy to help treat more severe
symptoms. Antidepressant medications can

help restore neurotransmitter imbalances.



