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Life is intrinsically hard, which
means we all get injured during the
process, in one way or another.  “Life”
injuries often cause anger, and anger
turned inward, leads to depression.  

Depression, known by thera-
pists as major depressive disorder, is a
problem for many people. Statistically,
about one in six people will experience a
major depression over the course of their
lives, though many people believe that
the incidence is much higher.  The first
step in undoing depression is to under-
stand what it is, how it can affect you,
and what causes it.

CAUSES OF DEPRESSION

Depression has no single cause,
and often results from a combination of
things. You may have no idea why you
or your family member are experiencing
depression.  

Whatever its cause, depression
is not just a state of mind. Depression is
related to physical changes in the brain,
and connected to an imbalance of a type
of chemical that carries signals in your
brain and nerves. 

Your brain is a giant messaging
system that controls everything from

your heartbeat, to walking, to your emo-
tions. It's made up of billions of nerve
cells called neurons. These neurons send
and receive messages from the rest of
your body, using brain chemicals called
neurotransmitters. These brain chemi-
cals, in varying amounts, are responsible
for our emotional state. Depression hap-
pens when these chemical messages are
not delivered correctly between brain
cells, disrupting communication.  

So why isn't your brain deliver-
ing your chemical message correctly?
Some of the more common factors
involved in depression are:

Trauma and stress. We all
know the effects that chronic stress and
trauma can have on your physical health.
Stress can cause physical changes in
your body, including your brain, causing
depression.  Issues like financial prob-
lems, the breakup of a relationship, or
the death of a loved one can bring on
depression. You can become depressed
after changes in your life, like starting a
new job, graduating from school, or get-
ting married. 

Family history. Genetics play
an important part in depression. It can
run in families for generations.

Pessimistic personality. People
who have low self-esteem and a nega-
tive outlook are at higher risk of becom-
ing depressed. These traits may actually
be caused by low-level depression
(called dysthymia).

Physical conditions. Serious
medical conditions like heart disease,
cancer, and HIV can contribute to
depression, partly because of the physi-
cal weakness and stress they bring on.
Depression can make medical condi-
tions worse, since it weakens the
immune system and can make pain hard-
er to bear. In some cases, depression can
be caused by medications used to treat
medical conditions.

Other psychological disor-
ders. Anxiety disorders, eating disor-
ders, schizophrenia, and (especially)
substance abuse often appear along with
depression. 

RECOGNIZING THE SYMPTOMS 

Depression can severely dis-
rupt your life, affecting your appetite,
sleep, work, and relationships.  Some
people say that depression feels like a
black curtain of despair coming down
over their lives. Many people feel like

Are you or someone you love dealing with depression? Every day can feel like a struggle when you're depressed.
Or, watching someone you love fight depression can be frustrating and frightening.
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they have no energy and can't concen-
trate. Others feel irritable all the time for
no apparent reason. The symptoms vary
from person to person, but if you feel
“down” for more than two weeks, and
these feelings are interfering with your
daily life, you may be clinically
depressed.

The symptoms that identify depression
may include: 

Constant feelings of sadness, irritabil-
ity, or tension 

Decreased interest or pleasure in
usual activities or hobbies 

Loss of energy, feeling tired despite
lack of activity 

A change in appetite, with significant
weight loss or weight gain 

A change in sleeping patterns, such as
difficulty sleeping, early morning
awakening, or sleeping too much 

Restlessness or feeling slowed down 

Decreased ability to make decisions
or concentrate 

Feelings of worthlessness, hopeless-
ness, or guilt 

Thoughts of suicide or death 

TREATMENT OPTIONS 

The good news is that depres-
sion is very treatable. Most patients,
even those with severe depression, show
improvement after they seek treatment.
Your doctor will prescribe treatment
based on the pattern of your depression,
its severity, persistence of symptoms,
and your history.  While it is true that
some instances of major depression may
go away without any treatment, the risks
of not treating outweigh the risks of
treatment. Treatments may include psy-
chotherapy, medication or both.  

Undoing Depression
Understanding Anger

Some therapists define depres-
sion as anger that gets turned inward,
against your self, combined with a feel-
ing of hopelessness and/or helplessness. 

Most psychotherapy, therefore,
is focused on helping people reconnect

with their anger and turn it out of depres-
sion and into the two healthy uses of
anger: self-nurturance or empowerment.
This is what I call “unbending anger.”

In order to “unbend” your
anger, you must first be able to realize
when you are angry. Part of what makes
this difficult is that most of us think of
anger as simply yelling and screaming,
throwing things or breaking things.  This
is aggressive behavior, not anger.  Anger
is actually a secondary emotion, one of
three secondary emotions, that follow a
pain or injury. The other two secondary
emotions are sadness and fear.   

The other reality about anger is
that it is energy -- energy that is actually
meant to fix what is hurting us.
Learning to turn your anger outward,
into healthy energy, is an important step
in undoing depression.  A therapist can
help you learn how to do this.

Undoing Depression
Stop, Drop and Roll

No, this isn't a fire drill. In
addition to the ongoing support that a
client receives from their therapist, the
therapist also supplies tools, or methods
the client can use to help them combat
their feelings of helplessness.  The tool
that I like to use for helping the client
“unbend" their anger is what I call
“Stop, Drop and Roll.”

“Stop, Drop and Roll” is a form
of a cognitive behavioral therapy that is

focused on helping the client to identify
their dysfunctional use of their angry
feelings and begin to utilize that energy
for self-nurturing and empowerment.  

Before you can remember to
"Stop, Drop and Roll", you must notice
you are on fire.    Negative thoughts cre-
ate an internal fire, so notice when you
have them. 

Stop. Stop the thoughts as soon
as you notice them.

Drop. Get grounded and figure
out what the anger is all about, really.  

Roll. Roll forward and make a
plan about how and where you can put
the energy of the anger you are feeling. 

Let's look at the example of
Dora to help clarify how to work out of
depressive thoughts and behaviors.

Dora came to me as a 27 year
old single woman who was suffering
from a moderate level of Major
Depression. She was the youngest of
five daughters, and grew up in a family
that was not very warm or emotionally
expressive. Her belief was that her
father, who was distant and involved in
his work to the exclusion of his family,
really wanted a son, and was disappoint-
ed with her being a female after so many
failed attempts. That was her belief
about herself: she was simply another
failed attempt.

continued next page
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Dora had recently experienced
the breakup and rejection of a relation-
ship she'd had for three months with a
boyfriend and, in spite of being very
bright and having graduated from col-
lege, she was working at a job she didn't
enjoy. What precipitated her coming in
for therapy was that her supervisor had
found her crying at work and sent her to
the company's employee assistance pro-
gram. They had discovered that she had
been having suicidal thoughts and had
referred her for psychotherapy.

After clarifying her diagnosis
and referring her to a psychiatrist for
anti-depressant medication, we began to
focus on trying to discover what Dora's
depression, and her underlying anger
and injury, was all about. We began to
investigate how she was abusing herself
in her own thoughts. 

Dora was caught in the web of
low self-esteem, constantly telling her-
self that she was unattractive, unintelli-
gent and generally worthless. She
believed that nothing would ever work
out for her, and that she was doomed to
an unfulfilling life. Once we identified
these negative and self-destructive
thoughts as problematic, we began to
use "Stop, Drop and Roll" to intervene.
These negative thoughts were examples
of how she was catching on fire, and we
agreed that she would begin to notice
these thoughts.

Once she was able to notice
these self-abusive thoughts, we worked
to help her begin to intervene by stop-
ping the thoughts when she noticed
them. This was the "Stop" step. 

At the same time, we worked to
help her begin to use the “Drop” step, to
get grounded and begin to understand
where the anger that she was turning
inward, was coming from.  She discov-
ered that some of her anger was related
to the real, here and now injuries of
being rejected by her boyfriend.  Some
of her anger related to feeling stuck in
the unfulfilling clerical job she had to go
to day after day. As we explored her
family of origin, she began to realize
that she never felt that she had received
the attention and appreciation from her

father that she needed. She never felt
valuable or appreciated.  Old injuries
had produced anger in her that she was
unaware of, and that she had been direct-
ing against herself. 

It helped Dora to understand
her depression.  She also was helped by
the impact of her anti-depressant med-
ication, which continued to help
improve her mood and functioning over
the course of the first two months of
treatment. She began to understand the
emotional dynamics that had contributed
to her mood sinking so low.

Once she understood the
dynamics of her depression, she was
more ready to begin the "Roll," or action
step in completing the "unbending" of
her anger. She began to have plans about
how and where to put the energy of
anger that had been previously fueling
her depression. 

In terms of diverting that ener-
gy into self-nurturing, she began an
exercise program that included running
in the evenings. She felt that she didn't
have the money to afford an exercise
club, but she was able to begin to gradu-
ally work herself into running and get-
ting into better physical shape. An added
bonus from this process was that the
exercise produced endorphins in her
brain, which also have a natural anti-
depressant impact. She also began to
treat herself to luxurious baths after her
runs. These self-nurturing activities
were used to intervene in her previous
behaviors of ruminating about all the
bad things that had occurred in her life.

Dora also began to work into
more empowerment, or acting on the
world so that the world would nurture
her more effectively. One of the goal
activities was to become more social,
and eventually she decided to join both a
running club and a hiking club. Through

Undoing Depression - continued
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SECOND

S E L F
Criticism and Judgments

Whenever we look outside of
ourselves, we tend to criticize and
judge.  Ironically, the faults we find
and the judgments we make about oth-
ers will give us valuable information
about ourselves.    

Your subconscious mind
knows that you have faults, but by way
of protecting you, it will only allow
you to see these faults in others.  If you
saw these faults in yourself, you'd
probably want to change, and it does-
n't like change. Don't be fooled by
your subconscious mind.  You can't fix
what you don't accept is broken.  Be
aware of the criticisms and judgments
that you make about others and look
deep within to see what you are really
criticizing and judging about yourself.  

For example, if you criticize
someone for being out of control when
they're angry, maybe you feel out of
control when you're angry. Or maybe
you criticize someone for not trying

hard enough. Maybe you feel that
you're not trying hard enough.  

Maybe you criticize someone
for drinking too much.  You think, "I
don't drink too much, how does that
apply to me?"  Perhaps you think it's
unhealthy.  Ask yourself what you do
that is unhealthy.  Maybe you think it's
self-destructive.  What do you do that's
self-destructive? 

If you find yourself criticiz-
ing and judging others: 

Accept your human instinct to criti-
cize others and use it as a tool to
refine and improve your own life. 

Acknowledge your faults and work
daily on improvements. 

Criticize and judge silently.
Give others the opportunity to discov-
er their own faults. 
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these behaviors, she began to make more
friends and to have a greater social sup-
port. She also decided that she wanted to
have a better job, and began to look for
alternatives in the newspaper and within
the company for which she worked.
When nothing materialized right away,
she decided to look into going back to
school and getting a Masters degree.

At the end of treatment, which
took most of a year, Dora was not
depressed. She continued on her anti-
depressant medication for another year,
which is the usual course of treatment, to
insure that her depression did not return.
She also continued occasional psy-
chotherapy meetings during that year.
Eventually she felt ready and was able to
successfully withdraw from her medica-
tion without any relapse into depression.

LIVING WITH DEPRESSION

Dora's successful case is a good
example of how most cases of major
depression respond to appropriate treat-
ment. The tragedies that you read about
are usually because the person did not
find help or did not find it soon enough.
Almost all kinds of depression are treat-
able with medication and/or psychother-
apy.

Even after you've learned that
you have depression and sought treat-
ment for it, you may not feel better
immediately. Depression can be frustrat-
ing, because recovering from it takes
time. While you do have to be patient,
there are still some steps you can take
now to help yourself feel better.

HELPING YOURSELF

Every day can feel like a strug-
gle when you're depressed. Medical care
and therapy are the most important steps
to recovery. But there are other things
you can do to help yourself undo depres-
sion:

Realize that nothing comes
out of the blue. Your depressed state has
a root cause. Examine past troubling
events or situations in your life, and talk
to a therapist about them.  

Feel Your Feelings. Depress-
ion is the suppression of feelings.

Acknowledging those feelings often
causes depression to improve. 

Recognize early signs. It's
important to recognize and treat depres-
sion as early as possible, which decreas-
es your risk of becoming depressed
again. If you pretend the problem isn't
there, it's probably going to get worse.
Watch for the types of events that con-
tributed to depression in the past, and be
alert for early symptoms.

Set realistic goals. You may
feel overwhelmed by everything you
"should" be doing at home or at work.
Try not to be hard on yourself.
Remember that depression is an illness
and that you can't force yourself out of
it. Focus on small, realistic goals to ease
yourself back into your work and family
routine.

Do what you enjoy. Even if
you don't really feel like it, set aside time
to do things that you like. Get together
with friends. Take a walk. Go to the
movies. Take up a hobby that you set
aside years ago.

Hold off on big decisions.
Since depression can color your outlook
on everything, it's best to avoid making
any big decisions; quitting a job or mov-
ing, for instance, until you feel better.
Establish priorities.  Direct your ener-
gies into what's most important to you. 

Take responsibility ONLY for
your actions. Depressed people often
feel guilty about things that they have no
responsibility for (like the death of a
parent or the divorce of their parents). 

Be generous. Helping others
puts your own situation into perspective. 

Cultivate intimacy. Let down
your defenses so people can see and
accept you as you are. During depres-
sion, people often feel disgusted with
their true selves, and hide that self from
everyone.  Stop hiding and be happy
with who you are.

Gain Perspective. During this
time, you may be overly critical and pes-
simistic. Seeing things in the proper per-
spective can heal a lot of inappropriate
pain. 

Getting Support. Even though

millions of people are coping with
depression right now, it's a medical con-
dition that can make you feel complete-
ly alone. One way that some have found
helpful to work through this feeling is to
join a support group. Whether they meet
in person or online, support groups offer
a place to talk about depression where
people can help each other. Keep in
mind that support groups are not a sub-
stitute for therapy or medical care. They
are also different from group therapy,
since they aren't led by a professional.

Avoid alcohol. Although you
might think it will help you feel better,
alcohol can make your depression
worse. Depressed people are at special
risk of developing substance abuse prob-
lems, and alcohol interacts with many
antidepressants.

continued next page

Make a list of everything you want
and everything you want to do during
your lifetime-no matter how crazy it
sounds. If you want to drink cham-
pagne in the south of France, write it
down. If you want to ride a camel in
the desert, write it down. If you want
a Ferrari, write it down. 

Exhaust your mind of everything you
want and get it out on that paper. Then
fold the paper up and put it away
where you can get it out and look at it
whenever you want to.  

It's important to remember not to
expect all of these desires to be ful-
filled immediately, but when you take
action in the physical world, like mak-
ing a list of what you, you open up a
pathway to possibility that was not
present before. Give the process time,
have faith, and find ways to move
toward those things on your list.  It's
likely that you will be surprised by
how many things on your list start
making appearances in your life.

How to get
what you want 

A good way to change somebody's
attitude is to change your own. 

GB
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Undoing Depression - continued

Exercise. There's more and
more evidence that exercise helps with
mild to moderate depression. When
you're considering an exercise plan,
don't be too ambitious. Find an activity
that you like, start slowly, and work up
to exercising three times a week or more
for 20 to 30 minutes. 

HELP SOMEONE YOU LOVE

When your loved ones are
depressed, they're not the only ones who
suffer. Typically, many of those around a
depressed person; friends, family, and
loved ones, also struggle with the effects
of his or her condition.

Watching someone you love
fight depression can be frustrating and
frightening. Remember, you can't take
responsibility for someone else, and the
decision to get help is up to the person
with depression. But, there are things
you can do.  For many people with
depression, a friend or loved one who
cares can be their most important
resource.  What can you do?

Learn about depression. Educate
yourself on the causes, symptoms and
treatments. Knowing about the condi-
tion will help you better understand
what a depressed person is going
through.

Do what you can to make sure that a
person with depression gets medical
care. Encourage your friend or loved
one to stick with his or her therapy or
medication. Offer to go with him or
her to appointments as support.

Be supportive and patient. Listen to
what the depressed person has to say.

Without being pushy, encourage your
friend or loved one to do the things
that he or she used to enjoy. See
friends. Go to the movies. Take a
walk.

If someone you know is thinking
about suicide, don't ignore it. Do
whatever you can to get help for that
person. Get in touch with his or her
doctor or therapist.

Helping a person with depression can
be exhausting and overwhelming.

Here are some things to keep in
mind that can help both of you:

Try to get other people involved in
helping a person who's depressed,
since doing it on your own can be dif-
ficult.

People with depression often resist
attempts to be helped. It's okay to feel
angry and frustrated, but don't con-

fuse the person you love with the ill-
ness.

Depression isn't anyone's fault. It is
not possible to “snap out” of depres-
sion.

No matter how overwhelmed you
feel, take time for yourself.

UN-DO
GB

Everyone has met someone who knows how to get him or her going.
There is always a person in life who seems to possess an almost uncanny knowl-
edge of what will put you over the edge. This person can be your co-worker, your
spouse, your mother, your child, even a perceptive stranger on a train. 

Step 1: Develop awareness of how you react. Do you crawl inside your-
self to hide when someone roughs up your emotions? Do you become aggressive
out of fear? When you see the pattern of how you react, you are on your way to
healing. 

Step 2: Develop a curiosity about your reaction. Is it linked to your
past? What does it tell you about yourself? When you understand what you are
reacting to, you will realize that people who push your buttons can teach you a
lot about yourself. 

Step 3: Develop a way to pause for a moment when your button is
pushed. Give yourself that moment of time to stop an automatic reaction. Let
your awareness build and consider why you are feeling this way.  Take a deep
breath and use the moment to avoid immediate reaction.  

You will then be on your way to developing a deeper understanding of
yourself and your buttons.  

By Pema Chodon, a Buddhist nun and author of “Start Where You Are: A Guide
to Compassionate Living.”

What to do when Someone Pushes your Buttons 

Dr. Rifkin is a licensed clinical psy-
chologist practicing in Boulder,
Colorado for 30 years. He is the
author of “The Healing Power of
Anger: The Unexpected Path to Love
and Fulfillment” and was the host and
co-producer of the mental health out-
reach television show, “Emotional
Success.” He has served on the
Board of Directors of the Colorado
Psychological Association as well as
the Chair of the Committee on
Professional Practice. He received
the President's Award for Special
Service in that capacity. The first
chapter of his book as well as an
anger styles quiz and many helpful
articles can be seen at his web site,
www.HealAnger.com.
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Note: This article is for information purposes
only and is not intended to diagnose or treat. 


