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Coping Strategies: Dealing with Your Depression

Provided is a list of strategies that may be helpful for you when are feeling depressed.  

1.  Do something that you normally would enjoy, even if you don’t feel like doing it.  When you are depressed, it may affect your desire to do the activities you normally enjoy.  For example, you may not feel like being with friends, taking care of household responsibilities or spending time on a hobby.  However, if you push yourself to do these things, it will help you to feel better.  It may be very difficult, but it will help. The goal here can be to accomplish even a modest increase in your pleasant activity level from your base level. This may involve an increase in activities that you have done and found pleasant in the past, or it may involve engaging in activities that you have never done before but that you think might be pleasant.

2.  Talk to someone about the way you are feeling.  Having a conversation with someone you trust about how you are feeling may help you feel better.   You may want to talk about how you are feeling and why you think you may be feeling this way.  It may be a good idea to discuss what you plan to do to help feel better.  Make sure and let them know what ways they can help and support you.

3.  Try and determine what is making you feel this way.  Sometimes it is useful to consider why you are feeling depressed and what may have brought it on.  Sometimes there may not be anything in particular and other times it may be a specific event.  If you can determine something specific, see if it is something that can be changed or dealt with differently in the future.  

4.  See things in a different light.  Certain negative beliefs about yourself, situations, or other people may be contributing to your mood.  Try and think of other, more positive ways to view things. For example, if you are feeling badly about yourself because of something that happened at work, try and think about your positive qualities instead.

5.  Dispute your non-constructive self-talk. An additional helpful step in trying to think and feel more positively is to dispute actively the negative things you say to yourself in your mind. By disputing self-talk, we mean coming up with arguments to use against your “should” and “ought” statements, against your beliefs that certain things are “awful” or “terrible,” and against your overgeneralizations—the “always” and “never” statements. Some examples of disputing are:


For “shoulds” and 


“Why should I or the other person


“oughts”:



behave in this particular way?”

“Why must  an event occur just the way I wanted it to?”


For “terribles” and 


“I would have liked this person to do or


“awfuls”:



say this, but is there any good reason why 

he/she must do or say what I’d like?”

“I would have liked for this to have happened in a different way, but is it really awful or horrible that it didn’t?”

“It would have been nice if that person had done or said this, but is it really terrible that he/she didn’t?”


For overgeneralizations:

“Just because this didn’t work out the way 

I wanted, is there any good evidence that 

it can’t work out better another time?”

“Just because that person said something 

about me that I didn’t like, does that really mean that everyone is going to feel that way about me?”

This strategy for changing how you think about unpleasant, difficult situations will help you to be less upset by them and therefore able to deal with them more constructively. The basic idea here is that it’s not the unpleasant events that cause us to feel excessively bad or upset; rather, it’s how we interpret or what we say to ourselves about the events that leads to our emotional overreaction.

6.  Assert your needs and feelings in an open, non-hostile way. This strategy will help you to change your behavior with others so that people will hear you less defensively and respond more positively to you.  Assertion is the ability to express one’s thoughts and feeling openly, whatever they may be. Certainly that includes things like voicing complaints, but it also includes things like expressing growing feelings of warmth and affection, inviting other persons to share in an activity, and letting other people know about your vulnerabilities and fears. Being assertive means being willing to share oneself with other people rather than holding everything inside. Thus, assertion is a very important part of close, warm relationships. Furthermore, those who are appropriately assertive are likely to get more positive responses from others, they express more positive feelings, and they receive them in return. Finally, people who assert themselves feel better understood by other people. You have probably noticed that when you are depressed, you often feel isolated and cut off from other people; no one else seems to understand what you are feeling or wanting—and sometimes no one else really seems to care. But people cannot know how you feel and show their caring unless you take the first step by expressing your own thoughts and feelings.

7.  Take responsibility for your behavior, without criticizing or blaming yourself.
Often times we act in ways that are driven by how we are feeling in the moment. For example, when we are sad or angry, we might say hurtful things to those we love, in an effort to transfer some of our own desperate feelings onto others. When this occurs, it is important for you to recognize the impact that you may be having on those around you—hurting them, alienating them, making them feel incompetent or inferior—and take actions to rectify these situations. This might involve apologizing to the other person, explaining why you acted the way that you did, and promising to attempt to change that behavior in the future. It is hard to recognize when you are wrong, but taking a moment or two to think about what the other person is experiencing and where he/she is coming from will help. While you cannot expect yourself, nor can others expect of you, to make such changes overnight, you can at least take responsibility for your own hurtful or unfair actions. That is the first step towards making change.
Copyright Cohen & O’Leary, 2011

