
Strategies 
to help fight 
depression
Depression is an illness, and it often 
requires treatment to get better. 

What is depression?
Depression is a type of mood disorder that affects 
how you feel, think and handle daily activities. 
Depression doesn’t have a single cause, but many 
factors may contribute, including:1

•   Trauma
•   Genetics
•   Life situations
•   Brain changes
•   Drug and alcohol abuse
•   Other medical conditions

Without treatment, the frequency and severity of symptoms tend to increase over time.1

Symptoms of depression 
There are several signs and symptoms of depression. Talk to your healthcare provider if you’ve 
been feeling any of the following symptoms:2

•   Persistent sad, anxious or “empty” mood
•   Feelings of hopelessness, pessimism
•   Feelings of guilt, worthlessness, helplessness
•   Decreased energy, fatigue, being “slowed down”
•   Difficulty concentrating, remembering, making decisions
•   Difficulty sleeping or changes in sleeping habits
•   Appetite and/or unintended weight changes
•   Thoughts of death or suicide
•   Restlessness, irritability
•   Aches or pains, headaches, cramps or digestive problems

Notes 
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Depression is treatable
Depression is an illness that requires treatment, and with the right care, people can feel 
better. It is mainly treated with medication and/or psychotherapy, but some people benefit 
from complementary therapies too.2 

Your healthcare provider can develop a treatment plan for you. You may need to try different 
treatments or treatment combinations until you find what works for you.

How antidepressants work 
Antidepressants primarily work by affecting three neurotransmitters in the brain: serotonin, 
norepinephrine and dopamine.3 These are chemical messengers that carry signals between 
brain cells. 
•   Selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs) are the most popular types of 

antidepressants.3 They work by blocking the reabsorption of serotonin in the brain, making 
more of it available.

•   Serotonin and norepinephrine reuptake inhibitors (SNRIs) help increase the amount of 
norepinephrine and serotonin in the brain.

•   Norepinephrine and dopamine reuptake inhibitors (NDRIs) help increase levels of 
norepinephrine and dopamine in the brain.

These three classes of drugs are popular because they do not produce as many side effects 
as older classes of antidepressants, and they seem to help a wide-ranging group of 
depressive (and anxiety) disorders.3 However, older antidepressants, like tricyclics, tetracyclics 
and monoamine oxidase inhibitors (MAOIs) may be the best medication for some people.

You and your healthcare provider can work together to find the right medicine for you. When 
prescribing an antidepressant, your healthcare provider may consider:
•   Your particular symptoms
•   Possible side effects
•   Whether it worked for you or a close relative
•   How it interacts with other medicines
•   Other health conditions
•   Cost and insurance coverage

Helpful tips for taking an antidepressant
If your healthcare provider has prescribed an antidepressant, it’s important to:

  Take your medicine as prescribed. Don’t stop taking your medicine without talking to 
your healthcare provider.

  Watch out for side effects. Consider exploring other options if the medicine is causing 
bothersome side effects.

 Be patient. Keep in mind that it may take time for the medicine to take effect.
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Psychotherapy
There are several types of therapies that may help treat depression.2,4 Therapists may use a 
single approach or a combination of many.
•   Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) may help a person with depression change negative 

thought patterns and behaviors. It helps individuals learn to recognize negative thoughts 
and understand effective coping strategies.

•   Interpersonal therapy (IPT) attempts to help individuals improve their personal 
relationships that may be causing or worsening depression. 

•   Problem-solving therapy (PST) aims to help individuals cope with stressful life events. 
It employs a step-by-step process for identifying problems and coming up with 
realistic solutions.

When choosing a therapist, it’s important to find someone you have a connection with.

There are many ways to find a therapist, including:
•   Word of mouth. Ask your healthcare provider for a referral, and talk to family and friends.
•   National mental health organizations. These organizations often have referral lists of 

licensed credentialed providers.
•   Other resources. Check out local senior centers, religious organizations and mental 

health clinics.

Questions to ask 
 When looking for a therapist, consider asking the following questions:5

 What are your credentials and experience? Do you have a specialty?

  What approach will you take to help me? Do you practice a particular type of therapy? 
Is your approach evidence-based?

  Do you recommend a specific time frame or number of sessions? What happens if you 
or I feel that I’m not starting to feel better?

Lifestyle changes to help treat depression
In addition to medicines and therapy, simple lifestyle changes can be powerful tools in the 
treatment of depression. 

•   Get plenty of exercise. Exercise seems to mimic some of the effects of antidepressant 
medications by releasing feel-good endorphins (natural brain chemicals that enhance your 
sense of well-being).6

•   Eat a healthy diet. Your brain—like the rest of your body—functions best on a high-quality 
diet that delivers a steady stream of nutrients. Research has shown that the Mediterranean 
diet may help support mental health.7 It emphasizes fruits, vegetables, whole grains, beans, 
nuts and seeds, fish and seafood, healthy fats (like olive oil), and a moderate amount of red 
wine. It limits foods like red meat and butter, which are high in saturated fats.

•   Maintain a strong social support system. Socialization helps keep the brain healthy 
and happy.

•   Get enough sleep. Treat sleep as a non-negotiable part of your health and do everything 
you can to get 7–8 hours each night.

•   Reduce and manage stress. Relaxing activities like yoga, meditation and tai chi may help 
relieve some stress.

•   Avoid using drugs and alcohol. These coping mechanisms often lead to deeper feelings of 
despair and their depression intensifies.
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This is for informational purposes only and does not replace treatment or advice from a 
healthcare professional. If you have questions, please talk with your doctor. Talk to your doc-
tor before beginning an exercise program or making any changes to your diet.
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