
Mental Health
and depression

Good days and bad days, joys and 
disappointments—each is part of a normal life. 
You don’t always have control over the things that 
make you happy or unhappy, but you can do many 
things to keep your spirits up. You can also do 
things that put more joy in your life.

What is depression?
Depression is more than just feeling sad or blue; it causes severe symptoms that affect how 
you feel, think and handle daily activities. Depression is not a sign of weakness or a character 
flaw. It’s a real illness, and it often requires treatment to get better.1

What makes people feel sad or depressed?
Scientists believe that people feel sad or depressed when certain chemicals in the brain  
get out of balance. 
Many things can trigger an imbalance, including:

•	Conditions like heart disease, cancer, diabetes or chronic obstructive pulmonary disease 
(COPD), or a major surgery, heart attack or stroke

•	Common life changes like the death of a loved one, loss of independence, retirement, 
relocation or general health problems

•	Family, work or financial stress
Though the sadness that can come with many of these events or situations is normal, 
depression is not. You can take steps to improve your mood and overcome these feelings.1



Improve your mood
Talk to your healthcare provider if you feel sad, depressed, downhearted or blue. Your doctor can 
make sure you do not have a medical condition that is causing these feelings and can offer other 
suggestions to improve your mood. You can also try some of these ideas:

Staying active is thought 
to mimic some of the 

effects of antidepressant 
medications by releasing 
feel-good endorphins—

natural brain chemicals that 
can boost your sense of 

well-being.2

Exercise your 
mind and body.

Getting together with others 
can give you a lift.2 If you 

aren’t able to connect 
face-to-face, look for virtual 
opportunities to spend time 

with other people. Simply 
getting out of the house and 
enjoying the outdoors may 

boost your mood.

Get out 
and about.

Follow a daily routine of 
activities, including set times 
for meals, snacks, exercise, 
and socializing. Go to bed 
and wake up at about the 

same time each day, and try 
to get about seven to nine 
hours of sleep each night.

Get in a
good routine.

Chronic stress can lead 
to depression.3 Try to find 

relaxing activities you enjoy, 
such as yoga, tai chi and 
meditation. Avoid using 

drugs and alcohol to handle 
stress and other 

unpleasant feelings. 

Manage stress in 
a healthy way.

Talking to a trained counselor 
might help you feel better. 

You might only need to meet 
with a counselor once for 

a few weeks or a couple of 
months. Ask your doctor or 

spiritual leader to 
suggest someone.

Talk
it out.

If you feel like you 
want to hurt yourself 
or others, seek 

help immediately. Contact 
a friend, family member, 
spiritual leader or doctor. If 
you need to, call 911 or the 
National Suicide Prevention 
Lifeline at 800-273-TALK 
(8255), 24/7. Or go to a local 
ER where trained providers 
will help you.



Talk to your healthcare provider
Sometimes self-help strategies alone can’t lift a 
person’s mood. If you’re feeling down and can’t 
seem to shake it, make an appointment with your 
healthcare provider. You can say, for example, “I’ve 
been feeling down for more than two weeks. This is 
not my usual self, and I’m wondering if I could be 
depressed. Can you check that for me?” Your doctor 
will know what to do.
Be prepared to discuss your symptoms and personal 
information that may play a role in your mood, and be 
open to trying different treatment options until you 
find what works for you.
If antidepressant medicine is part of your treatment 
plan, be sure to take all of your medication as 
directed. Always consult with your doctor before you 
stop any medication, and discuss any side effects or 
concerns you have.
Counseling services may be available virtually 
through telemedicine. Contact your health insurance 
provider to find out more about telehealth.

If you feel like you want to hurt yourself or others, seek help immediately. 
Contact a friend, family member, spiritual leader or doctor. If you need to, 
call 911 or the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline at 800-273-TALK (8255), 
24 hours a day, 7 days a week. Or go to a local emergency department where 
trained providers will help you.
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