
 

 

 

 

Caring for a Loved One 

 

Caring for a loved one who is depressed can be challenging. You may find yourself 

experiencing confusion, frustration, and a sense of helplessness. Some of the 

things depressed individuals say and do can be difficult to understand, and even 

hurtful. It’s hard not to take it personally when your loved one no longer seems 

to enjoy being with you or appreciate your attempts to be helpful and supportive. 

You may find yourself bewildered by changes in their attitude and behavior. Why 

would someone who has always been active and hardworking no longer want to 

work? Why would a teenager who has been successful academically and has 

plenty of friends no longer want to go to school? How can a person who has so 

much to look forward to have such a bleak view of life and the future? And young 

children who have a parent suffering from depression may find it especially 

difficult to understand why their parent is no longer as attentive or affectionate. 

Because depression can have a serious, far-reaching impact on a person’s 

attitudes, thoughts and behaviors, it’s important for family members and friends to 

educate themselves as much as they can about this condition. You need to be able 

to recognize the symptoms of depression, understand the treatments and learn 

what you can say and do to aid in your loved one’s recovery. While you can’t be 

expected to “fix” someone who is depressed, you can play a crucial role by 

offering understanding and support. 
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Pursuing Treatment 

The most important thing you can do for a family member or friend who is 

showing signs of depression is to encourage them to seek professional help. If 

your loved one has not acknowledged being depressed or recognized the need 

for treatment, you can begin by sharing what you have observed and why you are 

concerned. Describe the changes in behavior or attitude you have noticed. 

Explain why you think these changes could be signs of depression and why you 

believe it would be wise for them to schedule an appointment with their primary 

care provider or a mental health professional. As you do this, make sure your 

loved one understands that you are not being critical or judgmental – that your 

only reason for expressing concern is because you want to help. Emphasize that 

you view depression as a medical condition, not as a personal weakness or failure. 

There is no reason for anyone who has depression to feel embarrassed or 

ashamed. 

It can be difficult to persuade someone who is depressed to seek professional 

care, even if they are not embarrassed about being depressed. One reason is the 

sense of pessimism that typically accompanies this condition. Depressed 

individuals often feel their situation is hopeless – that there is nothing that can 

help them get better. 

Another reason is that depression saps a person’s energy. Even if depressed 

individuals acknowledge that there might be effective treatments for depression, 

many simply don’t have the energy to research treatment options or locate 

possible providers. This is where family and friends can play an important role.  

You may also want to offer to help them schedule an appointment with their 

primary care provider or search for a mental health professional.  
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Don’t be surprised if it takes more than one conversation to convince your loved 

one to seek the care of a health professional. That’s why it’s important for you to 

stay in regular contact and continue to share your concerns and offer assistance. 

If your loved one continues to express reluctance about seeing a health 

professional, then you may want to say something like, “I understand that you feel 

you don’t need to talk with a health professional about what you’re experiencing, 

but I would feel much better if you did. Please, just do it for me.” 

If you are successful in persuading your loved one to seek professional care, then 

you can offer to assist them as they prepare for the appointment. You can help 

them construct a list of symptoms along with any information about current 

circumstances or recent developments in their life. You also can offer to 

accompany them to their appointment. 

One important piece of information about depression that family and friends need 

to understand is that treatment for depression takes time – often as long as six to 

eight weeks. It’s easy for depressed individuals to get discouraged when they 

don’t see a difference right away. They may stop taking their medication or skip 

appointments with their therapist. A valuable role you can play is continue 

encouraging your loved one to stick with their treatment plan. 

Finding Time for Self Care 

It’s not easy to live with someone who is seriously depressed. In many respects, 

it’s living with a different person. So much about the individual you have known 

and enjoyed seems to have disappeared. And it’s not unusual to feel personally 

rejected when your loved one talks about how absolutely nothing in life is good 

and that there is nothing that makes life worth living. You may feel like saying, 

“But what about me?” It can be especially painful when depression affects intimate 
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relationships, as it often does. It’s also easy for family members to blame 

themselves for the problems their loved one is experiencing, even though they 

are doing their best to support that person. That is why it is important for people 

who are living with or caring for depressed individuals to make a special effort to 

also care for themselves. 

One of the most valuable things you can do is to develop your own support 

system. You shouldn’t try to go through the experience of caring for a loved one 

for what could be a lengthy period of time by yourself. Major depressive episodes 

can last, on average, more than six months. This is a time to reach out to friends 

for help. And it’s particularly important to have someone to talk to about how 

your loved one’s depression is impacting you. There needs to be someone who 

can help you with a “reality check” when your loved one is saying or doing hurtful 

things. Most often, it’s the depression that is responsible for these words and 

actions, and it’s helpful to have someone who understands this and can encourage 

you not to take it personally. This could be a close, trusted friend, a clergyperson 

or mental health professional. When you talk with this person, you don’t need to 

share everything your loved one is saying or doing. You certainly don’t want to 

betray confidences. Instead, focus on what you’re feeling and how your loved 

one’s depression is affecting you. 

It’s also important to maintain a healthy lifestyle. Make sure you set aside time for 

yourself as much as possible and continue with some of the activities you find 

rewarding and renewing. Remember, if you don’t take good care of yourself, 

you’re not going to be able to take good care of your loved one. 


