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Depression is a mental health condition that can have a significant impact on your life and well-being. You might be 
experiencing a low mood, lack of motivation, fatigue, avoiding speaking to friends, and wanting to instead spend 
your time in front of the TV or sleeping. 

The challenge is that the way we think can impact our feelings and behaviors, which can make depression worse. 
Overtime, we withdraw more, our insomnia may get worse, and we might find ourselves crying all the time. 

When we’re stuck in this cycle, it’s hard to zoom out and see the bigger picture.

This diagram illustrates the depressive cycle, which you may find helpful:

Handout

What Is the Cycle of Depression?

Physical and mental effects: 
Fatigue, low energy, worsened mood, 

weight loss or gain, tearfulness, 
lack of motivation, difficulty 

concentrating, slow reactions, 
increased or decreased appetite. 

Stressor:  
For example, grief, failing an exam, 

losing a job, being rejected,  
ending a relationship, chronic illness, 

divorce, or family problems.

Symptoms of depression:  
Includes low mood,  

loss of pleasure, changes in sleep  
and appetite, loss of energy.

Behaviors:  
Social withdrawal, self-harm, drinking or 

taking drugs, skipping school or work, 
canceling plans, being inactive, not returning 

calls and texts, neglecting daily tasks 
including self-care, and sleeping more. 

Feelings:  
Worthlessness, despair,  

gloom, rejection, sadness,  
hopelessness, loneliness,  
and feeling disheartened.

Thoughts:  
Negative self-talk, like  

“Nobody likes me,”  
“It’s all pointless,” or  

“I’m a failure.”
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What Is the Cycle of Depression?
How To Break the Cycle of Depression
The good news is that you can break this cycle and help yourself feel better.

Some ways to do this include:
 

Avoid alcohol:  
Alcohol is a depressant and exacerbates 

symptoms of depression.

Strengthen social support:  
Even though it may feel like a chore, making 
time for friends—even if it’s a phone call— 

will help to alleviate symptoms of depression. 

Make a plan:  
Commit to engaging in pleasurable activities 

to boost your mood, which may include:

•	 Getting outdoors: Going on a hike, 
being in nature, or tending to the  
garden can be uplifting and give a  
sense of perspective.

•	 Exercising: Going for a walk is an easy 
and effective way to boost your mood. 
This may lead to a more strenuous 
workout, leading to a more positive 
health impact.

•	 Laughter: Watching a comedy show 
with friends, streaming a comedy movie 
at a friend’s house, or reading a funny 
novel can break the cycle by promoting 
laughter and lightheartedness.

Get medical help:  
The recommended treatment for  

major depression includes a combination  
of therapy and medication. You may  
want to check in with your medical  

provider for additional support.

Limit caffeine:  
Try to avoid caffeine after lunch as this 

may further disrupt sleep and mood.

Healthy habits:  
Eat good quality food, drink lots of water, 
and move your body. These can release  

feel good chemicals and motivate you to 
repeat the activity.

Find meaning or purpose:  
Exploring your core values in therapy may be 
a helpful way to remember what’s important 

in life. This might lead to volunteering, 
creating art, or having new experiences. 
Having a sense of meaning and purpose 

can boost your mood and provide a helpful 
distraction from depression.
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