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Coping Strategies: Being a Strengthened Ally

Before you can begin to be helpful for your loved one, you will need to know how to cope with your partner’s depression and the stress of your situation. There are several strategies that you can take to enhance your capacity to help your depressed loved one and become a strengthened ally. The following suggestions will help you avoid burnout and become more available to your depressed loved one.

1. Get Support for Yourself

Research has shown that talking to people who share your problems reduces stress and alleviates your sense of isolation.  Those who are or have been in your shoes can offer a wealth of useful suggestions, comfort, and hope for the future. Being involved in a peer support group can lessen the stigma attached to depression.

2. Educate Yourself

Understanding the course of depression, the possibility of relapse, the

recommended treatments, the side effects of medications, and all the other complexities of this illness can help you anticipate and plan for the future. It will also reduce your feelings of helplessness and prepare you in advance to deal with the stress. You received such information about depression as part of this treatment (see Appendixed materials). You can continue to refer to this information and other resources to keep yourself informed about depression and its effects on significant others.

3. Keep a Journal

A journal is a good way to keep a “burnout log” to document daily events 

that create stress in your life. After several weeks you’ll be able to identify and then draw some conclusions about hot-button issues for you. Then you can come up with some solutions. For example, perhaps keeping this journal will lead you to realize that you need to allow time for taking a walk or reading a novel if you’re feeling particularly oppressed by your loved one’s persistently pessimistic attitude.

A journal is also useful place to dialogue with yourself. You can give yourself 

positive reinforcement for doing the best you can in a difficult situation. You can vent all the rage and frustration you feel without damaging your relationship with your loved one or other family members. You can brainstorm creative solutions to problems that at first seem unresolvable.


In addition, keeping a journal can be a stress-reducer and health-enhancer. Research among college-students has shown that those who wrote about their feelings in a journal visited the student health center less frequently than their peers who did not keep a journal. Just the act of writing about your emotions can help you to remain healthier.

4. Maintain Friendships

Even though you may be feeling miserable and stressed, it’s important not to 

isolate yourself from those who may provide support or just distraction.  While you may feel guilty about socializing without your partner, this is a healthy outlet and a way for you to maintain individual things in your life that make you happy.

5. Preserve Routines

Often, when someone you love is depressed, you feel out of control. The 

course of the illness, the mood swings, the unpredictability of it all can wreak havoc on your sense of stability. Of course, none of us are in control of everything, but it can be comforting and reassuring to retain and maintain as much control the routines of life as is reasonable.  Daily routines can create structure and a feeling of safety.

6. Continue with Hobbies

It is important not to abandon hobbies and other activities that have always 

given you pleasure. By continuing to participate in activities that you enjoy, you will have more energy to bring to the relationship. We all need to replenish and nourish ourselves.

7. Remember that Life Goes On

Even though your loved one may be suffering, it’s wise to remember that you 

are a separate person and are entitled to enjoy your own life. Do things that enhance your own growth, start a hobby, go to a movie, make new friends. Don’t forsake your own life. It has value outside your loved one’s depression.

8. Learn to Let Go

So often when caregivers are asked how they are doing, they will 

automatically say, “Oh, I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.” But that may not be reality. You also need to receive care and concern. The truth is, you can’t do it all.


Letting go is a state of mind that helps you become receptive to others; expression of love and concern. It encompasses being open to the smallest pleasures of life.


Sometimes it’s helpful to be passive and just take in what is available around you. Allow yourself to feel replenished from others’ gestures. Listening to music you enjoy, attending religious services, or watching a video of a favorite movie can also help you recharge your batteries.


Learning to let go is an important step toward avoiding taking on undue responsibility.

9. Gain Some Perspective

It can be helpful to realize that others have lives filled, at times, with difficulty 

and pain. It can be comforting to recognize that yours isn’t the only one. One thing that could help you to gain some perspective is to watch everything and others around you—pick up snippets of conversation, observe others’ behavior or demeanors—just an additional reminder that life goes on, despite the difficulties.


Others have found being in nature an enormous help. The vastness of the ocean, the magnificence of towering mountains, the expansiveness of rolling plains help to put one’s problems into perspective.

10.  Reach Out to Others

Research has shown that certain seemingly positive personality traits such as 

commitment, dedication, perfectionism, being a giver, and possessing a willingness to work hard can contribute to burnout. In order to be a strengthened ally, it’s important to find ways to let go by realizing that you can’t do it all. Let others do some caring for you and in your place.


Depending on the severity of your partner’s illness, you may experience yourself as being on 24-hour watch. This is an exhausting and impossible proposition. If feasible, build a caregiving team consisting of yourself, other family members, friends, and professionals to help in dealing with your loved one’s depression.


In order to avoid burnout, you must reach out to others.

11.  Be Mindful of Your Physical Health

You can’t be of much help if you’re depleted and exhausted yourself, so be 

sure to eat well and get enough sleep. The same goes for any physical ailments that may be bothering you. Research shows that the partners of depressed loved ones can experience significant physical problems as a result of the burdens they are facing. So pay attention to your own physical status and seek medical care for any problems you may have. 


Exercise is an excellent way to maintain health and reduce stress. Even if you can’t get to the gym regularly, a brisk walk or a day of yard work can do wonders to restore your energy.

12.  Deal With Your Frustration

You may find yourself quickly frustrated by minor aggravations, and later may 

wonder what really set you off. A short fuse can be a sign of burnout associated with taking undue responsibility (see next section). Unfortunately, reacting negatively to every setback will quickly leave you frustrated and can contribute to the very burnout you want to avoid.

13.  Self-Care and Setting Limits

As mentioned earlier, you can’t do it all. Often caregivers believe, “If I just do 

more, the situation will improve.” In fact, when someone you love is depressed, there is always “more,” and your responsibilities can seem endless. Identify when you are feeling overwhelmed and be firm in your resolve as to what you can and cannot handle.


When you learn to set limits, you will have an easier time seeking relief, caring for your own health, maintaining the patterns of your life, and letting go, thereby diminishing your chances of experiencing burnout.

Copyright Cohen &O’Leary, 2011
Strategies adapted from What to Do When Someone You Love is Depressed (1996) by Mitch Golant, Ph.D., and Susan K. Golant.

