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POCKET GUIDE

DEPRESSION
FAST FACTS

• The World Health Organization estimates that 
300 million people suffer from depression.1

• Depression is the leading cause of 
disability throughout the world.2

• Fewer than half of those affected by 
depression seek treatment and, in some 
countries, fewer than 10% will seek and 
receive help for their depression.3

• Most cases of depression can be treated with 
pharmacological (drug) and non-pharmacological 
(non-drug) approaches or behavioral changes. 
It is estimated that only 10–30% of people with 
depression need specialized approaches.4

WHAT IS DEPRESSION?
Depression (major depressive disorder or clinical depression) is classified as a mood disorder usually involving sadness, apathy 
and low energy. It can be temporary and related to a specific situation or persistent and long lasting. Its symptoms and impact 
on life can range from mild to severe. When depression is severe it can increase the risk of suicide, which is currently the 
second leading cause of death among 12–29-year-olds.5 

Both sadness or grief (without depression) and depression can cause someone withdraw from daily activities and experience 
intense hopelessness. However, experts distinguish between sadness or grief and depression. According to the American 
Psychological Association, ”If a person’s feelings of sadness last for two weeks or longer, and if they interfere with daily life 
activities, something more serious than ‘feeling blue’ may be going on.”

Depression is also a part of the following psychological conditions:

• Bipolar disorder
• Seasonal affective disorder
• Postpartum depression
• Psychotic depression
• Persistent depressive disorder

Some physical conditions can also look like depression, including thyroid problems, vitamin deficiencies and brain tumors.

Standard Treatments for Depression

The usual treatments for depression include a combination of 
medication and behavioral treatment, such as cognitive behavioral 
therapy (CBT).

Medication

Antidepressant medications are usually the first option for 
treatment. Common medications are:

• Selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs)
• Serotonin and norepinephrine reuptake inhibitors (SNRIs)
• Other medications, including tricyclic antidepressants (TCAs) 

and monoamine oxidase inhibitors (MAOIs)

People with bipolar disorder and other conditions have additional 
options, including mood stabilizers.

Safety Concerns

• It is very important to recognize that it usually takes 2–4 
weeks for antidepressant medication to work.

• You may initially experience side effects when beginning your 
medication. Do not stop taking your medication if you begin to 
experience side effects until you have spoken with your doctor. 
Depending on how long you have been taking medication, 
withdrawal symptoms can occur if you stop abruptly.
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Behavioral Treatments

Although doctors initially prescribe medication to treat 
depression, psychotherapy is also an option either before, with, 
or as the next step after drugs. Psychotherapy seeks to help you 
address some of the issues that are causing your depression. 
Therapists can help you in the following ways:6

• Finding methods to cope with stress and  
unpleasant experiences

• Examining the relationship between your thoughts, emotions, 
and behaviors to help you understand their impact on  
one another

• Providing emotional support to help you work through 
complicated emotions and reactions

• Helping you understand your triggers and warning signs that 
you are becoming depressed or are beginning to experience 
adverse symptoms of your depression

There are a variety of types of psychotherapy used to treat 
depression. A primary example is cognitive behavioral  
therapy (CBT).

To better understand the process of psychotherapy and to begin 
looking for a therapist and ways that psychotherapy can help you, 
please visit: www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/psychotherapies/
index.shtml

Side Effects and Safety Concerns

Psychotherapy is generally a safe way to address depression when 
provided by a properly trained and certified therapist. However, 
it’s important to note that any type of therapy can uncover 
uncomfortable emotions and potentially lead to increased distress, 
at least temporarily.

Brain Stimulation Therapies

When other treatments have not worked or have had little impact 
on your depression, your psychiatrist may recommend brain 
stimulation therapies.7 These involve using electrical impulses 
to directly stimulate the brain. You may have heard the term 
“electroshock therapy.” These treatments are usually reserved for 
more serious cases of depression. However, some newer brain 
stimulation devices are less invasive than previous versions and 
can even be used at home.

If your doctor suggests this type of treatment, make sure to 
discuss the potential side effects and risks with them. You can also 
find more information about brain stimulation therapies and their 
side effects on the National Institute of Mental Health website. 
If you would like to learn more about brain stimulation therapies 
and their possible side effects, please visit www.nimh.nih.gov/
health/topics/brain-stimulation-therapies/brain-stimulation-
therapies.shtml

Are There Whole Person Health Treatments  
for Depression?

It is estimated that, when combined, pharmaceutical and 
behavioral interventions are effective in treating 60–70% 
of people with depression, and much of this effect is due to 
simply getting treatment (i.e., the placebo effect). However, 
pharmaceutical interventions – medication – can have side effects 
some people cannot tolerate or that may not be safe. For example, 
some medications are not safe if you are pregnant. Integrating the 
use of evidence-based whole person health treatments gives you 
more options, whether you simply want a more holistic approach 
or conventional forms of treatment do not work or are  
not wanted.

Below are some whole person health options for treating 
depression, along with evidence to help you start researching the 
ones that interest you.

Light Therapy

Light therapy involves sitting in front of a specialized lamp that 
emits light similar to natural sunlight. It’s often used for seasonal 
affective disorder (SAD) but may also help clinical depression.

Research shows light therapy has significant benefits for reducing 
depressive symptoms, with few side effects. Studies have found it 
helps improve sleep and depression in older adults as well.

Overall, light therapy is a safe and effective treatment option, 
especially for seasonal depression. 

Side Effects 

There are very few side effects associated with light therapy and 
most diminish with continued use. Reported side effects include:

• Headaches
• Increased energy, euphoria or mania
• Agitation or irritability
• Nausea
• Eye strain

Evidence

• A systematic review and meta-analysis (summary of studies) 
of the use of light therapy for patients with non-seasonal 
depression found that not only does light therapy have minimal 
side effects, but patients reported significant improvement in 
depressive symptoms.8

• A study looking at the impact of light therapy on sleep and 
depression in older adults in long-term care homes found 
that there was a significant improvement in symptoms of 
depression among the study’s participants.9
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Exercise

Exercise has been shown to improve cognition, mood, emotional 
regulation, and motor function. It can also increase social 
interaction (if done with others) and self-efficacy. The Mayo Clinic 
and other organizations support the use of exercise for symptom 
management in people with depression.

Side Effects

If you exercise with approval from your physician and supervision 
of a trainer, side effects are typically minimal. Many adverse 
effects may decrease as you become more fit and accustomed to 
your routine. Possible side effects include:

• Fatigue
• Pain and soreness
• Injuries
• Developing exercise obsession

Evidence

• A systematic review of randomized trials of exercise programs 
found that moderate, supervised aerobic activity three times a 
week for nine weeks improved depressive symptoms.10

• A meta-analysis of randomized controlled trials with a total of 
977 participants found that physical exercise is an effective 
modality for treating depression and is a useful adjunct to 
pharmaceutical interventions.11

Yoga

Yoga is a time-tested practice that integrates mind and body 
techniques. Scientific research has demonstrated its effectiveness 
for multiple health conditions. It is especially helpful for:

• Reducing stress
• Improving mental health, including depression
• Managing pain from various conditions

Side Effects

Although very rare, certain types of strokes as well as pain from 
nerve damage have been reported from people practicing yoga. 
Muscle injury can also occur if not properly done.

Minor side effects include:

• Dizziness
• Fatigue
• Weakness
• Nausea
• Heat exhaustion

Evidence

• A randomized controlled study including 38 adults with mild 
to moderate depression found that an eight-week hatha yoga 
intervention clinically reduced depression symptoms.12 

• A systematic review of randomized controlled trials looking  
at yoga interventions for depression found that yoga  
improved depressive symptoms as much as taking an  
antidepressant drug.13

• A twelve-week mindfulness-based yoga intervention for 
women with depression found that in comparison to those 
who participated in a walking group, those in the yoga group 
reported significantly lower levels of rumination (a frequent 
symptom of depression).14

Mindfulness Meditation

Mindfulness meditation involves consciously controlling your 
breathing and paying attention to the moment. It can have many 
different physical and chemical effects, such as a slower heart 
rate, lower blood pressure, and lower levels of the stress  
hormone cortisol.

Side Effects

Meditation is widely considered a safe way of addressing physical 
and mental symptoms, including those of depression. Side effects 
are rare.

• There have been some reports that engaging in breathwork 
has worsened symptoms of people with psychiatric problems 
such as anxiety. If you are attending a breathwork class, please 
make sure to alert your instructor to any health conditions you 
have, including depression or anxiety.

• Excessive, rapid breathing can lower your carbon dioxide levels 
and change the pH of the blood. This may lead to muscle 
cramps, light-headedness and, on rare occasions, seizures. If 
you have a seizure disorder, ask your doctor before doing any 
type of meditation that includes intensive breathwork.

Evidence

• A 2020 study found that a mindfulness-based lifestyle 
intervention increased neuroplasticity and reduced the 
severity of major depressive disorder compared to a  
control group.15

• Mindfulness-based psychotherapy showed medium to large 
effect sizes in improving depressive symptoms compared to 
usual care without psychotherapy16

Acupuncture

Acupuncture is a practice in which a trained specialist stimulates 
specific points on the skin called acupoints, usually with a needle. 
This increases the release of chemicals like endorphins (naturally-
produced pain reducers) in the body and brain. These chemicals 
may directly impact how you experience pain.

Side Effects

• Slight bleeding and bruising at the acupoint site
• Fainting
• Convulsions
• Pain or soreness at the acupoint site (which may be important 

for effectiveness)

http://HealingWorksFoundation.org
https://twitter.com/DrWayneJonas?lang=en


Maintained as an educational resource by Healing Works Foundation. Originally 
created with the support of Samueli Integrative Health Programs. All health 
decisions should be made in consultation with a health care provider. 

VISIT: HealingWorksFoundation.org 
      @DrWayneJonas

Evidence

• A meta-analysis of the use of acupuncture in conjunction 
with antidepressants for treating depression found that 
the combination was more effective than the use of 
antidepressants alone.17

• A randomized, single-blind, placebo-controlled study looked at 
the impact of a twelve-week acupuncture intervention on the 
quality of life of patients with depression. The study found that 
those in the acupuncture group had significant improvement in 
eight quality of life domains including physical function, pain, 
energy, social and emotional function, and mental health.18

Music Therapy

Music therapy is a well-recognized clinical intervention that uses 
music to help people identify and cope with social, cognitive, 
emotional, or physical concerns.

Side Effects

Music therapy is widely considered a safe way of addressing 
physical and mental conditions when delivered by a well-trained 
certified music therapist. Please note that any form of therapy 
can bring up uncomfortable emotions and may cause you to 
experience increased levels of psychological discomfort.

Evidence

• A recent meta-analysis, published in the Cochrane Database, 
of systematic reviews found that music therapy in conjunction 
with conventional treatments improved depression symptoms 
and is more effective than only using conventional  
treatments alone.19

• A systematic review and meta-analysis of randomized, 
controlled trials looking at the impact of music therapy on 
elderly patients found that music therapy improved elderly 
patients’ depression symptoms.20

Art Therapy

Art therapy is a treatment that uses art as the primary mode of 
expression and communication. The art therapist uses creativity 
to help clients achieve personal and treatment-related goals. 
You create art to convey your feelings about a current or past 
situation. Art therapy can help people understand, manage and 
share feelings in ways that language cannot always accomplish. 
You do not have to be a talented or experienced artist to benefit 
from art therapy.

Side Effects

Art therapy is widely considered a safe way of addressing physical 
and mental conditions when facilitated by a well-trained certified 
art therapist. Any form of therapy can bring up uncomfortable 
emotions and cause you to experience increased levels of 
psychological discomfort. Reliving traumatic experiences is 
difficult. It’s important to handle the process appropriately to 
avoid making symptoms worse. 

Evidence

• A meta-analysis looking at the impact of art therapy on breast 
cancer patients experiencing depression, anxiety, and fatigue 
found that those who participated in art therapy interventions 
had reductions in all three symptoms.21

• A randomized controlled trial evaluating a manually-based art 
therapy program including 79 adults suffering from moderate 
to severe depression found that by the end of the study, 
patients had significant improvements.22

Herbs and Supplements

Herbs and supplements involve taking a plant or pill, usually by 
mouth, to maintain or improve health. The most common herbs 
and supplements used for depression are:

• St. John’s wort
• Saffron
• Omega-3 fatty acid (fish oil)
• 5-HTP (5-hydroxytryptophan)
• SAMe (S-adenosyl methionine)

Side Effects

• Currently, none of the above supplements are approved by 
U.S. Food and Drug Administration to treat depression. Their 
effectiveness and side effects vary, and a comprehensive 
summary is beyond the scope of this Pocket Guide.

• To learn more about one or more of the above herbs or 
supplements and their potential side effects, please 
visit websites from the Mayo Clinic, Operation Safe 
Supplement, and the FDA. or 

• If you are currently taking prescription medications for 
depression or any other condition, talk with your doctor before 
taking any supplements. Many supplements can interact with 
medications and may cause serious side effects.

Cancer and Depression – Whole Person  
Health Approaches

In 2023, the American Society of Clinical Oncology (ASCO) and 
the Society for Integrative Oncology (SIO) published updated 
guidelines recommending several whole person health treatments 
for anxiety and depression in adults with cancer.23

Mindfulness-based interventions received the strongest 
recommendation for addressing both anxiety and depression 
symptoms in cancer patients, during and after active  
treatment.23, 24

Yoga was recommended for reducing anxiety symptoms, 
particularly for breast cancer patients. The recommendation was 
strong for breast cancer survivors and moderate for other  
cancer types.24

Music therapy and other music-based interventions may be 
offered to adults with cancer to help alleviate depression 
symptoms during active treatment. Relaxation interventions may 
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be offered to address depression, though the recommendation 
was stronger for anxiety than for depression. Reflexology during 
active cancer treatment received a weak recommendation as a 
strategy for treating depression, and may be effective for  
some people.24

After cancer treatment, mindfulness-based interventions 
were strongly recommended for addressing both anxiety and 
depression symptoms. Tai chi or qigong practices may be 
considered to help alleviate depression symptoms after  
cancer treatment.24

These recommendations are based on extensive reviews of 
randomized controlled trials and systematic reviews published 
between 1990 and 2023. The guidelines aim to provide evidence-
based guidance for clinicians and patients on integrating these 
therapies into conventional cancer care to manage psychological 
symptoms effectively.

Find the guidelines at the American Society for Clinical Oncology, 
which also publishes guidelines on cancer and other symptoms 
and side effects such as pain and fatigue.

Is There Anything I Can Do To Begin  
Tackling Depression?

The United States Institute of Mental Health (part of the 
National Institutes of Health) recommends the following to help 
immediately address your depression:

• Try to find ways to be active or to get exercise.
• Try to prioritize what you do and break up larger tasks into 

smaller tasks.
• Spend time with trusted, supportive loved ones and friends.
• If you have an important life decision to make, ask for advice 

from friends or family members you trust, or postpone the 
decision until you feel better.

• Avoid self-medicating with alcohol or recreational drugs.
• Most importantly, try to be easy on yourself and engage in 

activities that you enjoy.
• See your doctor if you think you may be depressed or have 

symptoms that impact your ability to go about your  
daily functions.

Bottom Line

Conventional therapies work for depression, and your doctor or 
primary care provider will most likely recommend or offer you 
those treatments first. Usually you will be offered medications, 
although, current evidence shows that non-drug approaches like 
cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) work just as well with fewer 
side effects.25 

If the conventional approaches work and are satisfactory for 
you, then nothing further may be needed. If they are only partly 
effective, produce side effects that are unacceptable, or if you 
prefer a whole person health approach, consider some of the 

approaches above. Many of these whole health approaches 
are safe and effective. For more information visit the National 
Center for Complementary and Integrative Health at the National 
Institutes of Health.

For a good review of conventional treatments of depression, 
including some comparisons with complementary approaches and 
exercise, see the 2023 American College of Physicians guidelines. 

Researchers are still studying some new therapies that may help. 
Coverage for these is limited and it’s critical to talk to your doctor 
about whether there is enough evidence for you to explore it. 
These include ketamine, psychedelics, and some brain  
stimulation techniques.

Talk To Your Doctor about Whole Health for Depression

Always let your medical providers know what treatments you are 
using to improve your health. Never change your medications 
without consulting your providers. If your doctor does not know 
about or offer some of the whole health practices described in this 
pocket guide, give him or her a copy and ask if you can include 
them along with conventional treatment.
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