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  Introduction: Personal tragedies and triumphs in the battles with depression


  Depression haunts the lives of many millions of people throughout the world. Some estimates put the number at well over 350 million people suffering depression at any one time. This may actually
  be an underestimate. The World Health Organization suggests that depression will be the second most burdensome disorder in the world by 2020, and for women aged between fifteen and forty-five
  its already the most common and debilitating of disorders. In addition, while many of us might not reach the full monty of depressive symptoms we can have many depression-related symptoms
  that interfere with our lives, confidence and sense of well-being. In fact, depression is something that we can all experience to a lesser or greater degree at some time in our lives. Scientists
  also know that animals too can behave and look as if they are depressed. This is important because it tells us that a depressed state of mind can occur in many living things and, as we will talk
  about shortly, this can give us clues about the depressed mind.


  In these inspirational stories eight people share their journeys into and out of depression. You will read how they fell into depression, became caught in it, and then how they began to find
  ways to emerge from it. By reading other peoples stories we come to recognize that depression is not one thing. In many ways each persons depression is unique because
  each of us has a particular set of genes which vary slightly from one another and we have different life experiences that shape us in all kinds of ways, too. In fact, much of the way we have become
  the people we are was outside our control. For example, I often say to my clients that if I had been swapped as a baby and brought up in a Mexican drug gang the chances are I would either be dead
  or have killed people myself and be in jail  or possibly be very rich! There is no way at all that this version of me  this Paul Gilbert who has been lucky enough to study in a
  relatively free Western world and become a psychologist, writing this chapter  would exist. This Paul Gilbert is just one version of many possible versions, but I actually did not have that
  much choice over which one would become possible. Its the same for all of us. If we think about it, we did not choose our genes: they came from our parents. We did not choose the kind of
  brain that we have. Our brains have been shaped by evolution and we, like many other animals, are set up to want certain things such as good food, a sense of safety, and being valued and wanted by
  others. Also we, like other animals, have certain basic emotions designed by evolution and built by our genes. We can become anxious when threatened, angry when thwarted and submissive when in
  conflict with those more powerful than ourselves. Our background shapes our brain, the values that we endorse and the things we believe about ourselves and others.


  Once we understand this we can stand back from our depressions and recognize that blaming ourselves for depression doesnt make any sense. Depression is nothing to do with character
  weakness or failing or any of those things. Depression affects the rich and poor, the bright and the less intelligent, the kind and the selfish, the old and the young. Depression occurs because our
  brains switch into a particular pattern. As we will see there are many reasons that can cause it to do that.


  In fact, in 1978 I suffered my own depression that was linked to various early life experiences and triggered by a set of complex, and unexpected combination of events. It began with anxiety in
  unusual (for me) situations  especially those associated with being trapped, such as in shops, queues or at dinner parties. It was soon marked by problems sleeping, seeing life as pointless,
  hidden rage and with various suicidal ideas. However, luckily for me I had studied depression as a research psychologist and was able to see that our brains are capable of generating all kinds of
  patterns like this. When we are happy, anxious, hungry, contented, in love, in mourning, or impulsive  these all reflect patterns in our brain (which could be called brain
  states or states of mind). Depression is a pattern in our brain that emerges for many, many reasons. However, depression is not the real me or you: it is a pattern or
  state that can emerge in us, because we are creatures of multiple states and complexions. Evolution built us that way, built us so that we are not one club golfers.


  So we are capable of great cruelty and great compassion, quiet confidence and paralysing fear, empathic forgiveness and vengeful anger, reflective thoughtfulness and impulsive thoughtlessness.
  Sometimes we can even try to define different types of personality within us; the perfectionist, the worrier, the avenger, the critic, the artist, the angry demanding child and so on. We recognize
  that we can move in and out of these personality-like states of mind. So we need to first think of depression as a brain pattern, a state that is operating through oneself, but is not oneself.
  After all, water can carry a medicine or poison but water is not the medicine or poison. So taken was I by this view that my first book in 1984 was called Depression: From Psychology to Brain
  State. I wanted to explore how our own psychology, our own ways of thinking and the life events we encounter can affect us by changing patterns in our brains and can trigger all kinds of
  depressed patterns in us. This helped me keep my depression slightly at arms length.


  The nature of depression


  Given these preliminary thoughts, my role in this opening chapter is to offer an overview, a road map if you like, of depression so that you can use it to explore the personal
  stories offered here. Now, I have already mentioned that depression has many different textures and experiences to it, but even so there is a range of symptoms that typically go with being
  depressed. Firstly, people lose their motivation to do things, which is partly because they feel very tired a lot of the time. Rather than looking forward to things we often have a feeling of
  dread. Our emotions change, too. Positive emotions such as enjoying and savouring good things such as a film, meal or a party seem to disappear or get toned down, whereas more unpleasant emotions
  such as anxiety and anger or irritability increase.


  There are changes in how we think, too, when we are depressed. We tend to look at the negative side of things and block out the positives. Actually, you dont need to be depressed to do
  that because this is how our brains naturally work. Imagine, for example, you go Christmas shopping and nine shopping assistants are very helpful to you and help you buy a present thats
  better quality for the same price as you were going to buy. You come out of the shop feeling quite pleased. However, supposing one shop assistant is rude to you, they clearly are not interested in
  trying to help you and because you are a little unsure about what present you want they make you feel foolish . . . and then they short change you! So who are you going to talk about when you go
  home, who are you going to ruminate about? Are you going to focus on the 90 per cent of people who were really helpful to you? Unlikely. So heres the first problem: through no fault of our
  own, evolution has designed our minds and shaped them to focus on threats. Over millions of years ago, if animals were enjoying a lovely lunch of fruits or grasses in the savannah and a lion
  appeared they would have to lose all interest in their tasty lunch, become anxious and focus all their attention on the lion. This makes good sense, of course, because focusing on the possible
  threat could save their lives. So threat-based emotions, such as anger and anxiety, are designed to be easily aroused and to override and even suppress positive emotions. This happens in so many
  areas of life, doesnt it? We have an argument with someone we care about and when in an angry state of mind we tend to forget the good side of that person, at least for a while. We will come
  back to the importance of thinking shortly.


  Along with changes in motivation, emotions and ways of thinking, depression brings about changes in behaviour. Partly because we may feel tired or anxious we stop doing things that normally we
  would either enjoy doing or be able to do. This is called avoidance. When people get into this mode of avoidance problems start to build up for them because theyre not tackling them
  straightaway. As problems build they feel more stressed and want to run away, and so become more avoidant. Similarly, people stop doing things that would normally bring them pleasure. The confident
  person who enjoys parties may start to avoid them as they become depressed. Research suggests that this shutting down behaviour and avoidance in dealing with ones stresses, and
  also doing less positive things, contributes to depression. Indeed, one treatment for depression focuses on helping people break problems down, tackle them, find solutions to them and also to
  engage in positive activities more. Exercise, too, has been shown to be very helpful for some depressed people and becoming inactive in itself can be a source of lowered levels of positive
  emotion.


  Brain systems and depression


  Everyone agrees that changes take place in the brain when depression occurs. The debates are on how and why they occur and, of course, how to reverse them. Recent research has
  enabled us to think about different types of changes related to different types of feelings. It turns out that we have at least three types of emotion regulation systems  the
  things that control our moods. First, we have emotion systems that evolved to help us detect and deal with threat. There is a key area in our brain called the amygdala which is specifically focused
  on threat detection and can become very sensitive in depression. Threat emotions, such as anger, anxiety and disgust are heightened, and when we feel depressed we can certainly notice increases in
  feelings of frustration, irritation and anger as well as apprehension and anxiety. In other words, the threat system is toned up and easily activated.


  We also have two types of positive emotion systems. One is linked to our drives and feelings of excitement. For example, if you won the lottery (when not depressed) you would find your body
  becoming energized, restless, racing from one thing to another, and you would find it very difficult to sleep for the first few days. Actually, you would have a mild hypomania. This is linked to a
  chemical in the brain called dopamine. Now there are many types of what we call dopamine receptors and there are different areas of the brain in which dopamine is important. Interestingly, people
  in the pre-depressive period can experience increased drive, racing around and trying to achieve many things. In these stories you will read about peoples striving, competing and efforts to
  achieve more and more. The problem is that these efforts can put our drive system literally into overdrive, running the risk of exhaustion followed by feelings of defeat and inferiority. We know,
  for example, that when animals are defeated or are stressed to the point they are unable to control the stress they show changes in dopamine levels.


  Researchers have also pointed to the fact that our Western societies are increasingly over-stimulating the drive system. Everything seems to be based on having to be excited, from the computer
  games for our children through to our television programmes. In our schools and work environments there is considerable increase in competitiveness, with fears of failing. It is interesting when
  you look at many recent programmes on TV, such as Big Brother, The X Factor and even cooking competitions, it is clear that there has been a change of focus in the last thirty years.
  Before, competitions would focus on the winners and there would be many losers to hug each other and commiserate. Now each programme focuses on the losers, watching them tearfully leave the
  competition. Usually losers are dispatched one at a time. The whole focus is on who we are going to throw out this week. So our whole society is increasingly anxious about being good enough,
  acceptable or unrejectable, and this has effects on our drive system. You will see this theme time and again in the stories that you read  the struggling and striving to prove oneself, to
  make oneself better, more acceptable, more attractive, more competent and indispensable and to avoid rejection. The level of insecurity and threat for us when we do this is clear. The problem is
  that depression will become the uninvited guest at the door the moment we start to fail and feel that we cant do it  then we feel, of course, that there is no place for us, that we
  cant fit in.


  The third emotion regulation system is associated with different chemicals in our brain, in particular endorphins and a hormone called oxytocin. We all have had the experience of feeling content
  and enjoying things in the present moment, of being at peace with ourselves. We have a sense of well-being where we are. This sense of peaceful, contented well-being arises in situations where we
  feel safe, when were not struggling with avoiding threats or striving. Importantly, feeling safe is often related to how socially connected we feel. If you look at how young children relate
  to their parents you will see that when they are threatened they turn to their parents who pick them up, perhaps give them a hug and assure them of being loved. When we are threatened as adults we
  also like to be able to turn to others for support and care. The more socially connected and supported we feel the less likely we are to become depressed and the quicker we are able to pull out of
  it if we do.


  This third emotion regulation system, then, is key to regulating the other two. One of the reasons we get into overdrive is because we dont feel safe as we are: we feel we have to do
  extra, be more in control, more perfect and so on. Diagram 1, below, gives an overview of these systems. Depression is basically where we experience the threat system as toned up, whereas our drive
  and motivational systems  the feelings of looking forward to becoming excited and enjoying things  take a dive and are toned down. We feel exhausted and defeated. However, the second
  positive emotional system that gives rise to feelings of contentment and social-connectedness also gets toned down. This can leave us feeling socially isolated, emotionally cut off from others, not
  part of things, and struggling to feel cared about or cared for.
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  Diagram 1: Types of affect regulation systems


  Source: Gilbert, P. (2009) The Compassionate Mind, with kind permission from Constable & Robinson


  
    So this is what we mean by a depressed brain state: there are specific changes in our emotions and in our motivations, changes in the way we think about things (ourselves, others and the world
    in general) and changes in our behaviours. All these come with a whole range of changes in the processes in our bodies and brains.

  


  How our brain states can become disturbed


  Now for many years scientists have studied how it is that the brain can go into such distressing states, which, on the surface at least, seem unhelpful and useless to our
  survival. After all, depression doesnt really seem to have much going for it and one might have thought that these states of mind would have been gradually weeded out by evolution. The
  problem is that evolution doesnt work that way. For example, we know that diarrhoea and vomiting are extremely helpful in getting rid of noxious substances that could harm us. We have
  evolved the defensive ability to have diarrhoea and to vomit when we need to. Indeed, nowadays doctors may recommend that you dont try to stop your diarrhoea and vomiting for at least
  forty-eight hours because you want to get rid of the bugs that might be causing the illness. The problem is, though, that this defence can become uncontrolled and people can die, not
  from the disease, but from the effects of dehydration caused by diarrhoea and vomiting. Diarrhoea and vomiting, which are the bodys natural defences, are sadly also big killers of children,
  especially in developing countries. So why would evolution give us a potential cure that can also kill us? It is all to do with regulation. On the whole its useful for us to have a body that
  can defend itself by using diarrhoea and vomiting even though some individuals will die when it becomes long term. Most people will be saved by this defence because it comes on for a short time and
  then gradually we recover and it stops.


  So depression can be understood in a similar way. We are biologically set up to be able to tone down positive emotions and tone up negative emotions in certain contexts. We all acknowledge that
  anxiety can be useful when we are facing threats. A little anxiety may push us to studying for exams, to be cautious about taking certain risks, but what about toning down positive emotions? What
  is the value of toning down our ability to feel excited about things or to feel socially connected?


  Depression seems to be associated with two types of situation: one is feeling that we have failed in the competitions of life; we might feel inferior or unable to defend against others who are
  bullying and more powerful. A second situation (which can be linked to the first) is feeling disconnected from sources of care, kindness and being valued. Lets look more closely at the first
  one. As we have noted, in animals and humans, being subjected to repeated stresses that seem difficult, if not impossible, to control or avoid has major impacts on our brains, and therefore moods.
  It seems like our brains are designed to shut down when we get overloaded, especially by stresses that seem out of control. In the wild, the most typical repeated stressors with which individuals
  will be confronted are other animals who are powerful and dominant. This is especially true for individuals who live in groups. Hence, we find that the animals who have been defeated or who are
  harassed by other animals show depressed-like patterns. If you think about it, it makes sense that animals who are defeated and are being harassed shouldnt be too confident or strut around
  the place because that is going to increase their risk of being attacked again. Trying to keep a low profile may be the best way to try and protect oneself, even if one feels very angry and wants
  revenge. So we know that social undermining, criticism, bullying and harassment, which can be mild but constant, are all linked to depression, in both humans and animals.


  This is why its so important that schools and workplaces have very strong anti-bullying policies. Unfortunately we can also experience bullying in our own homes, perhaps from our partners
  or our parents. There is now considerable evidence that people growing up in households where there is a lot of criticism, and/or low affection, are much more vulnerable to depression than those
  who grow up feeling secure, loved and valued, with low levels of hostility. Also, of course, its not just in the home. School bullying is also known to link to depression in children and
  adolescents. So the effects of being bullied in early life can have long-lasting effects. Many of the people who have written the stories in this book talk to us about the feelings of being bullied
  and criticized or growing up in families where there was a lot of hostility. Its very difficult to develop a sense of yourself as competent, desired and accepted if you are being criticized
  all the time.


  However, one of the most important sources of bullying in depression is not other people but ourselves. Because we are frightened of not being acceptable, or feel inferior in some way, we
  seek to drive ourselves on. The problem is that when we struggle we start to feel threatened and when we feel threatened we can become frustrated and angry, and this frustration and anger can be
  directed towards ourselves  Why did I do that? Why did I say that? Why couldnt I have been more careful? Why couldnt I have achieved this or that? Why dont I slim
  down? It is our own self-criticism that, day in, day out, undermines our sense of confidence and also constantly stimulates our negative emotions. We tell ourselves that we are not good
  enough, we should not have made this mistake or said that, felt this or fantasized that. We see some of our struggles as evidence of little willpower, or another example of being too fat,
  unattractive, stupid  the list goes on. Key here are the emotions we direct at ourselves  commonly anger and contempt. When you are next feeling self-critical, take a moment and note
  the emotions in the criticism  then ask yourself  does that self-criticism really have your best interests at heart? So deep inside of ourselves we have this constant
  undermining system because we havent learned how to value ourselves as human beings. Perhaps one of the most important lessons depression teaches us is that we can become our own
  worst enemies. As one of my clients once said, It was my own self-condemnation that condemned me to depression.


  Typically, animals who have been defeated or who are being harassed live in groups. So they cant get away from the harassment  they are trapped. You wont be surprised to
  learn that feelings of lacking control and feelings of being trapped are also very common when we become depressed. Indeed, sometimes its that feeling of entrapment that can lead quite
  naturally to suicidal thoughts  its the only way we can see to get out of what is a horrible state of mind or situation. Do keep in mind, though, that this experience of entrapment is
  common to many depressions and it is not your fault. Its vital that should you start to experience these thoughts you seek help from your GP because these thoughts are part of the depression
  and the depression can be treated.


  We can also feel trapped because we find it difficult to be honest about our feelings. Maybe we are very angry but are frightened to express it, or maybe we want to leave a relationship but are
  frightened to be alone or feel guilty about the children, or maybe we think we should put up with a difficult relationship and not be so selfish. Sometimes we know that our anger is out of
  proportion to the situation and that makes it difficult to express it. Indeed, it is not uncommon to find that some depressed people really struggle with being assertive, and learning assertiveness
  can be really very helpful for them.


  Defeat, setbacks and failures are also common reasons for experiencing low mood. We see this all the time, dont we? For example, imagine you are hoping to pass an exam or you are taking
  part in an important tennis competition. What will happen to your mood if you pass or win and what will happen to your mood if you fail or lose? Now, the importance of the exam or the competition
  may well influence the degree of your mood change but its pretty clear you can feel more positively if you win than if you lose. This is natural. However, there is another aspect of this.
  Supposing you fail your driving test and you discover that everybody else passed the first time, how do you feel? Now imagine that you learn that no one passes the test first time? All your friends
  tell you how they felt when they failed too and so you know youre just like them. How do you feel? It turns out that even failures, defeats and setbacks are easier for us to deal with if we
  feel we are like others. However, if we feel that we are somehow inadequate or inferior to others, or that those others are much better than us, then defeats, setbacks and failures become
  much more depressing.


  These thoughts are important because they show that its easier to deal with defeats and setbacks in the context of feeling socially supported; and its when we feel that the defeats
  and setbacks will lead to us being rejected or feeling inferior that there is a problem. The reason for this is that the affiliative and soothing system can play a very major role in how we deal
  with life difficulties. Indeed, we know that one of the major triggers of depression can be losses, especially of important relationships, or feeling cut off from sources of support, care and
  affection. This is true for animals, too. Studies have shown that if you separate infants from their parents they showed depression-like patterns of searching for the parent, with pining
  behaviours, and then if they cant find the parent, they shut down and become quiet, which is sometimes called a despair state. This makes sense because in the wild an infant
  that is disconnected from its parent would soon attract predators and run the risk of becoming dehydrated in the heat or lost. So a better solution for survival is to turn off positive emotion and
  any desires to explore and engage the world, and instead hunker down and hope others come to find you. This is like going to the back of the cave, hiding and waiting for better times. Now, if you
  think about it, and you have had any experience of depression, you know exactly what this feels like. There is the sense of disconnection, of having lost or perhaps never really feeling a sense of
  connection, and yet there is also the feeling of really wanting someone to come and rescue you, to reach in and somehow connect to you. It is so easy for us to experience these feelings as though
  they are deeply part of us and to not realize that actually they are part of the way we are built. They happen in many individuals, even animals too. So we can stand back from the feelings
  and start to work with these states of our mind. We can stand back from depression and understand it as something that has been triggered in us, as opposed to something that is bad or inadequate
  about us.


  The power of ones own thoughts


  So feelings of loss, feeling disconnected from people, feeling that one isnt cared for by others, feeling trapped, feeling defeated, having thoughts about being
  inadequate and becoming self-critical are all the lifeblood that feeds depression. However, while we might be able to see the things that fuel depression we humans have another problem. This comes
  from the fact that we are a species that can think, imagine and are able to hold in mind thoughts and images that maintain our depression!


  Compared to animals we have the capacity to think, ruminate, plan, anticipate, fantasize, imagine and reflect. Imagine the zebras on the savannahs of Africa. It is very unlikely that they stay
  up at night worrying about where the lions will be in the morning, or if their infant might wander off and put themselves in danger, or if they will find enough food or water tomorrow. They will
  simply respond to the world as it presents itself and react in the moment. Humans do that, of course, but we also have a lot going on inside our heads. Humans would think ahead about where lions
  are likely to be and avoid those areas. By planning ahead and anticipating possible threats we have a brain that can help us survive, but there is a catch to this. This brain can also lead to us
  ruminating about threats in the future (which we call worry) and harmful things that may have happened to us in the past (rumination). We are a species who tends to turn things over and over in our
  minds, both looking forwards and backwards in time.


  This understanding is incredibly important for working with depression and many of the people in the stories you will read have come to understand this. They have come to understand that what
  sits in their mind  what they ruminate on and what they focus on  plays a major role in their depression and can trap them in their depression. The simple reason for this is
  that we know that what we think about  how we ruminate and what images we create in our minds  can have powerful effects on our bodies and our minds. For example, if we
  are hungry and see a meal, this can stimulate our saliva and stomach acids. Equally, if we just fantasize about a meal, merely imagining the food can also stimulate our saliva and stomach acids.
  Another good example of how our imagination can stimulate our bodily processes can be seen when we fantasize about somebody to whom we are physically attracted. In this respect our body responds
  to our imagination in a similar way that it responds to the real world.


  Similarly, if we are angry and we imagine arguing  you know the kind of thing, going over and over what we might say to them and so on  this will affect our brain and bodily
  processes. If there are things that we are anxious about and we imagine something frightening happening to us, this will stimulate our anxiety system. On the other hand, if we focus on something we
  are looking forward to, such as imagining a happy holiday, this will give us a little buzz of excitement. So, imagery then affects our feelings, thoughts and our bodies. The point is: ask yourself
  what sits in your mind day in, day out. Consider that what is sitting in your mind day in, day out will be affecting your body in major ways, through no fault of your own; its the way we are
  made. Even though we have paid the price its very helpful to be able to stand back and really start thinking about and reflecting on what actually goes through our mind day by day. You see,
  the thing is that if the threat system becomes over-stimulated it will constantly throw threats at you. Remember we talked about Christmas shopping? Again, its not your fault that you have
  become unhappy because of the attitude of one of the shop assistants, but it may not be in your best interest to allow the threat system to have its own way all the time. The threat system is not
  very bright: its been designed to respond quickly and protect you, not to think things
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