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Description

Everyone feels ‘down’ from time to time, but when you 
are depressed, your low mood can last for weeks at a 
time. While mild depression might not stop you from 
living your life, severe depression can make you feel 
suicidal and unable to function normally. Common 
symptoms of depression include:

• Feeling dejected or down for most of the time.

• Taking less interest in things that interested you 
before.

• Feeling fatigued or tired.

• Sleeping too much or too little.

• Feeling worthless, guilty, or very self-critical.

• Feeling indecisive or unable to concentrate.

• Thinking often of death or suicide, behaving 
suicidally, or harming yourself.

• Eating too little or too much.

• Feeling agitated, unable to sit still, or moving and 
speaking more slowly than normal.

Research studies have shown that Cognitive Behavioral 
Therapy (CBT) is one of the most effective treatments for 
depression (Cuijpers et al, 2020). CBT therapists work a 
bit like firefighters: while the fire is burning they aren’t 
very interested in what caused it, but are more focused 
on what is keeping it going, and what they can do to put 
it out. This is because if they can work out what keeps a 
problem going, they can treat the problem by ‘removing 
the fuel’ and interrupting this maintaining cycle. 

Modern approaches to treating depression stem from 
earlier advancements. In the 1970’s, psychologist 
Charles Ferster published an influential behavioral 
account of depression. At the same time, psychiatrist 
Aaron Beck was beginning to describe cognitive 
aspects of depression. The What Keeps Depression 
Going? information handout describes some of the key 
factors identified by these two approaches which act 
to maintain depression. It illustrates the maintaining 
factors in a vicious flower format, in which each ‘petal’ 
represents a separate maintenance cycle. Helping 
clients to formulate a model of their experiences is 
an essential part of cognitive behavioral therapy for 
depression. Therapists can use this handout as a focus 
for discussion, or as a template from which to formulate 
an idiosyncratic model of a client’s experiences.
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Instructions

Suggested Question

One interesting way of thinking about depression 
is to look at why, for some people, it does not 
get better by itself. This handout shows some of 
the most common reasons why some people’s 
depression persists. I wonder if we could look at 
it together and think about whether it describes 
what is happening for you?
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What Keeps Depression Going?

What keeps it going?

People struggling with depression often 
believe very negative things about 
themselves. For example:
• I’m a failure.
• I’m not good enough.
• I’m unlovable.
These beliefs haven’t come from 
nowhere – you can think of them as 
the answer to the question “what has 
life taught me about myself?”. The 
problem is that despite these beliefs 
not being accurate or fair, they have 
profound effects on how you feel.

Many people who are depressed try to 
‘solve the problem’ by asking 
themselves questions like:
• Why is my life like this?
• What is wrong with me that I feel   
  like this?
Psychologists have found that 
particular types of thinking can keep 
people stuck in depression. Asking 
questions like “Why am I feeling this 
way?” tends to be less helpful than 
asking questions like “What can I do 
right now that will help me?”

Your past, beliefs, rules
and assumptions

Ruminating or worrying
about your problems

What you do when
you feel unmotivated

Unhelpful thinking
habits

When you are depressed, you feel less 
motivated to do the things you used to 
enjoy, or to spend time with people you 
like. Without feelings of motivation it is 
often easier to avoid doing things. 
Following the demotivated feeling and 
avoiding these activities means that 
you are missing out on key ingredients 
for wellbeing, making you feel even 
less energetic, and even more 
demotivated.

All of us have ‘automatic thoughts’ that 
pop into our minds. 
When you are depressed, your thinking 
can become distorted or biased without 
you realizing it. It is like your mind 
starts taking unhelpful ‘shortcuts’ with 
thinking. This causes your thinking to 
become negative or self critical, leaving 
you feeling hopeless.

Depression
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Terms & conditions
This resource may be used by licensed members of Psychology Tools and their clients. Resources must be used in accordance with our terms and conditions which 
can be found at: https://www.psychologytools.com/terms-and-conditions/

Disclaimer
Your use of this resource is not intended to be, and should not be relied on, as a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. If you are suffering 
from any mental health issues we recommend that you seek formal medical advice before using these resources. We make no warranties that this information is 
correct, complete, reliable or suitable for any purpose. As a professional user, you should work within the bounds of your own competencies, using your own skill and 
knowledge, and therefore the resources should be used to support good practice, not to replace it.

Copyright
Unless otherwise stated, this resource is Copyright © 2023 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

Psychology Tools develops and publishes evidence-based psychotherapy resources. We support mental health 
professionals to deliver effective therapy, whatever their theoretical orientation or level of experience.

Our digital library encompasses information handouts, worksheets, workbooks, exercises, guides, and audio skills-
development resources. 

Our tools are flexible enough to be used both in-session and between-session, and during all stages of assessment, 
formulation, and intervention. Written by highly qualified clinicians and academics, materials are available in digital and 
printable formats across a wide range of languages.
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