


“I didn’t feel sad or depressed so I didn’t know this was depression.
I didn’t really feel anything at all. The worst thing was

that I didn’t have any joy in my life anymore.
I just wasn’t interested in anything. ”
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There are many different ways to treat depression, but 
which one is best for you?  Antidepressant medication?  
Some type of counseling?  But maybe your symptoms of 
depression aren’t really depression at all.  

Symptoms of depression can be caused by certain 
medical conditions and can be made worse by a number 
of commonly prescribed medications.  Also, chronic pain, 
major sleep problems or chronically high blood sugars can 
all contribute to depression.  That is why talking to your 
doctor should be your first step.  

By working together with your doctor to identify the 
causes of your symptoms, he or she can help you select 
the best treatment for you.  Plan to explain in detail what 
you have been experiencing.  The better your doctor 
understands, the easier it will be to make an accurate 
diagnosis and to help you feel better again.   

As a First Step, Talk to
Your Doctor.
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“I was really reluctant to take another pill.
But once I got started, it really helped me

deal with things better.”
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No one is happy about taking additional medications, 
especially if you feel like you are already taking too many.  
But antidepressant medications have helped millions of 
people to recover from depression and regain their lives.  

When prescribed an antidepressant, your dose may need 
to be changed over the first several months, and it may 
take 4–6 weeks before you start feeling better.  And these 
drugs aren’t foolproof.  In almost half of all cases, the first 
antidepressant that is tried doesn’t really help.  But don’t 
despair; there are many kinds of antidepressant drugs and 
this just means you may need to try a second drug, or even 
a third, before you get real benefit.

Like all drugs, there may be unpleasant side effects. Some 
antidepressants are associated with weight gain, increased 
blood pressure or sexual problems, so it is important that 
you and your doctor select the best medication for you.  If 
you can’t tolerate the medication, you can always talk with 
your doctor about stopping it safely.    

If you are also struggling with drug or alcohol abuse, are 
having anxiety problems or suicidal thoughts, or have 
already tried a few different antidepressants without 
benefit, then request a referral to a good psychiatrist 
(a physician who specializes in mental health and 
appropriate medications) who knows about diabetes.  And 
remember that self-medicating (with alcohol, drugs, food 
or shopping) doesn’t work!  

Antidepressants Can Help, But They 
Are Not Perfect. 
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There are many forms of counseling, but only one, CBT, 
has been consistently shown in scientific research to 
help people overcome depression.  

CBT is based on our understanding that depression 
causes you to notice only the negative things going on 
in life.   These are automatic forms of thinking that you 
may not even notice you are doing.  For example:

•	 All-or-nothing thinking – includes absolutes (like 
perfect/or failure, everything/or nothing) and often 
includes words such as “always”, “never”, “completely”, 
and “perfect.”  For example, you eat a piece of cake 
and think “I totally blew it.  I might as well take today 
off from diabetes and start tomorrow.”

Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT)
Can Help.07
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•	 The Shoulds – are strict, unattainable rules you set for yourself and 

that don’t allow for flexibility.  For example, “I should always be able 
to keep my blood sugars under 150 mg/dl.  When I don’t, I am a bad 
diabetic.” 

•	 Catastrophizing – is when you only expect the worst to happen 
without considering other possibilities.  For example, “I have a 
doctor’s appointment tomorrow and I am sure my numbers have all 
gotten worse.  I am going to end up blind.”

By helping you to see how depression is causing mistakes in how you 
think, CBT allows you to view challenging situations more clearly and 
learn how to respond to them in a more effective way.  As a result, you 
begin to feel better and better.  

CBT helps you to fight back against those negative thoughts and to 
overcome depression.  So ask your doctor about a referral to a CBT-
knowledgeable (and, if possible, diabetes-knowledgeable) mental 
health professional in your area.  

What you can do on your own: Although it is difficult when you 
have depression, make sure you notice what you are doing right!  
Making the effort to acknowledge the little triumphs that you have 
throughout the day (including your efforts to manage diabetes), 
can help fight depression and make the “job” of diabetes feel more 
rewarding.
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“Even when I get really depressed, I still take
on the tasks of my diabetes.  It is everything else

 in my life that seems to get harder for me.”
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Most of us don’t get enough restful sleep OR exercise, and 
those with depression are even less likely to be getting 
enough. 

Deep, restful sleep (typically, 7–9 hours/night) is a process 
that restores the mind and body.  When sleep is disrupted 
or inadequate over long periods of time, it can lead to 
increased tension, difficulty concentrating, depressed 
mood, irritability and chronic fatigue.  When fatigued, you 
are less likely to exercise. And when you are inactive, you 
may have more trouble sleeping.  What a mess!  You may 
end up in a downward cycle of inactivity and disturbed 
sleep, which can lead to depression. 
  
Regular physical activity, such as brisk walking for 30 
minutes/day (or whatever you are able to do), has been 
shown to reduce the symptoms of mild and moderate 
depression.  Besides boosting mood, regular exercise 
can provide protection against heart disease while also 
lowering blood sugar, blood pressure and “bad” cholesterol 
levels.

So fight back against depression by getting started with 
some form of regular exercise.  It may not be easy at first, 
but it will be well worth it.  Talk with your doctor about the 
best exercise for you, and also ask about easy-to-learn tips 
for getting the restful sleep you need (for example, “sleep 
hygiene” techniques). 

Good Sleep and Regular Exercise:
The World’s Cheapest Antidepressants.
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“I have felt like this for so long I didn’t know
that it could be depression and not just part

of my personality.  I suffered for 30 years
with something that is really treatable!” 
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Depression may cause you to withdraw from your 
friends and family and become isolated.  It may feel 
like you have lost your “get up and go.”  You may even 
find it hard to get out of bed on some days, or to go 
outside.  And all of this makes depression worse and 
worse.  

By breaking out of this pattern, even if it feels forced at 
first, you can begin to feel better again:

•	 Push yourself to take part in activities outside of the 
home.  If you are retired or unemployed, consider 
volunteering your time for at least a few hours each 
week. 

•	 Plan for “fun” activities, even though they may not 
seem like fun right now.  

•	 Get involved with others.  Attend a church or 
synagogue, take a class, join a club, anything!  

Take small steps to become re-engaged with life.
Don’t sit around and just hope you will start feeling 
better some day.  Get started now!

Get Up and Get Out!
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Sick and tired of diabetes?  Many people feel frustrated, 
scared, angry or overwhelmed.  They may believe that 
they are “failing” at diabetes, that complications are 
inevitable, that nothing they try seems to work, or 
that they are alone with diabetes.  Any of these can 
lead to “diabetes burnout” which can cause or worsen 
depression. 

To address these feelings, there are six things you must 
first know:

•	 Now in the 21st Century, more and more people are 
living long and healthy lives with diabetes.  Terrible 
complications do not have to happen.  With good care 
and attention to your diabetes, odds are good you can 
do very well.  

Deal With Your Negative Feelings 
About Diabetes.10
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•	 Diabetes is an important part of your life, but it doesn’t have to run 

your life. 

•	 You are not a bad person because you developed diabetes. It is not 
your fault. You are not “bad” because you didn’t exercise today or 
because you ate more than you intended last night. 

•	 It is important to measure diabetes progress in a realistic manner. 
You can never be perfect with your diabetes care, nor do you need 
to be. So measure your progress with your results (for example, 
A1C, blood pressure and cholesterol), not your day-to-day behavior.   
Remember, don’t let blood sugar readings determine your self-
esteem. Blood sugar results may be important, but they are neither 
“bad” nor “good.”  They are just information. 

•	 Make sure you have a specific and doable plan for action.  If you 
just have a vague sense that you should be “exercising more” or 
“checking blood sugars more often,” you might believe you are 
never doing enough. To start, pick one action that might have a 
positive impact on your diabetes.  Be specific.  For example, exactly 
how much exercise this week?  Exactly what are you going to do?  
When? How often?  Break this down into small steps.  By clarifying 
your action plan, you are much more likely to be successful.

•	 Don’t do diabetes alone.  Talk to your doctor or enroll in a diabetes 
education program to get the support you need, learn about the 
powerful benefits of good diabetes care, and understand how to fit 
diabetes into your life without blame or shame.

Yes, you can feel more confident and in control of your diabetes. 
And you can feel better again. To learn more about how to do so, 
visit us at www.behavioraldiabetes.org.
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