
 
 
Depression 
 
What is depression? 
Depression results from abnormal functioning of the brain. Depression is a 
serious medical condition that affects thoughts, feelings and ability to 
function in everyday life. Stress, difficult life events, and side effects of 
medications may trigger episodes of depression.  Depression can limit the 
energy needed to keep focused on medical treatment. 
 
Depression and cancer 
Studies indicate that about 25% of people with cancer have depression, but 
only 2% of cancer patients were receiving antidepressant medication.  
People with cancer, their families and friends an often their physicians may 
misinterpret depression’s warning signs, mistaking them for inevitable 
accompaniments to cancer.  Symptoms of depression may overlap with those 
of cancer.   
 
What are the symptoms of depression? 
If five or more of these symptoms are present every day for at least two 
weeks and interfere with routine daily activities such as work, self-care, 
social life, seek an evaluation for depression. 
• Persistent sad, anxious or “empty” mood 
• Feelings of hopelessness, pessimism, 
• Feelings of guilt, worthlessness, helplessness 
• Loss of interest or pleasure in hobbies and activities that were once 

enjoyed, including sex. 
• Decreased energy, fatigue, being “slowed down” 
• Difficulty concentrating, remembering, making decisions, 
• Insomnia, early-morning awakening, or oversleeping 
• Appetite and/or weight changes 
• Thoughts of death or suicide, or suicide attempts 



• Restlessness and/or irritability. 
 
What treatments are available? 
At times it is taken for granted that cancer will induce depression, that 
depression is a normal part of dealing with cancer, or that depression cannot 
be alleviated for a person dealing with cancer.  These assumptions are false.  
Depression can be treated.   There is evidence that the lifting of a depressed 
mood can help enhance survival.  Support groups, as well as medication 
and/or psychotherapy for depression can contribute to this effect. 
Treatment for depression in the context of cancer should be managed by a 
mental health professional-for example, a psychiatrist, psychologist, or 
clinical social worker.  It is important that they work closely with your 
physician, especially if they are prescribing any medications.  
 
Depression is a treatable disorder of the brain.  Depression can be treated in 
addition to whatever other illnesses a person might have, including cancer.   
 
Available resources: 
www.nimh.nih.gov
 
 
 

http://www.nimh.nih.gov/
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