Depression and anxiety
Introduction
Depression and anxiety are two terms for emotional states which have very different
meanings and thus can cause confusion. They have a ‘lay person’s’ meaning: we all hear
people say, ‘this weather’s so depressing’ or ‘Gosh, I’m anxious about my date tonight’, ie
they are used to describe every day, manageable emotional states which are part of the
human condition. Depression and anxiety are also terms which describe catastrophic
emotional states which can leave us utterly incapacitated and it is this second definition
which we are using in this support sheet. Not all people who experience crushing
depression and anxiety have experienced sexual abuse but most people who have
experienced sexual abuse have, as part of the resulting constellation of feelings,
significant levels of depression and / or anxiety. As opposed to the everyday definition,
these emotional states can become a massive problem in and of themselves, severely
impacting our ability to function in the world or complete even basic tasks. In this support
sheet we look at what depression and anxiety are, the relationship between them and
what we can do to cope.
What are depression and anxiety?
Depression is used to describe a catastrophic and crushing state of despair. Life seems
futile, devoid of any joy, colour or hope and your body feels weighted like lead. It feels
like it has always been this way and that it always will be, and simply getting out of bed
can feel like an impossible endeavour.
Anxiety is the term used to describe the hyper-aroused state of the flight or fight response
(see ‘what is trauma’ support sheet). You are in a constant state of fear with all the
attendant physical and psychological symptoms. People can be in a constant state of
anxiety or it might peak in what is termed a ‘panic attack’ (see separate support sheet on
panic attacks).
Whilst depression and anxiety seem very different, almost opposing emotional states, they
seem to be in a complex interrelationship with one another, like two sides of the same
coin. Most people who experience one experience the other at least to some degree and
some people veer between the two.
Depression and anxiety in relation to sexual abuse
At their heart, depression and anxiety express a fundamental lack of ease in our
relationship with ourselves and with our world. The causes of this is complex and unique
to each individual, but sexual abuse can profoundly damage our sense of who we are, our
sense of the world as a safe place and our ability to connect with the world and with
others in a meaningful way. Thus the seeds of depression and anxiety are sown.
Medication & talking therapies
Many people take medication to help with depression and anxiety, both long and shorter
term. Different people have different feelings about taking medication to help with their
emotional state. Even if you are unsure about taking medication, or you feel that this isn’t
an option for you, it may be worth having a conversation with your GP so that you are
making an informed decision. The NICE (National Institute for Clinical Excellence)
recommend the use of medication in conjunction with talking therapies

Coping
Here are some ideas of ways in which you can manage depression and anxiety. Everyone is
unique and you will know best what is right for you. We are also aware that when you are
depressed and / or anxious, nothing feels as if it is going to be of any help, and probably
no single thing will be of help. But if you are able to do a number of small things, they can
begin to be the beginnings of a rope ladder upwards to a place where perhaps you will be
more able to see a chink of light and hope. We are, however, not underestimating how
difficult this can be.

Managing depression
•

Contact with others
Depression is an essentially isolating experience but when you are feeling like this,
isolation is not helpful. Contact with friendly, kind, positive people is a good
antidote to depression, even a simple trip to the local shop can help you create a
connective thread with the world and with others

•

Exercise
Depression takes away all your energy and makes it almost impossible to do
anything. Do whatever you can manage – a walk around the block can be a
significant achievement

•

Try to do what you need to do
When you are depressed every task seems like the highest mountain and it’s
absolutely understandable to put them off, but then they build up and themselves
feed the depression. Even if you scale back to the essentials, try to do what you
need to do in the day

•

Avoid alcohol and non-prescription drugs
Depression is such an unbearable experience it is tempting to ‘self-medicate’ with
alcohol and drugs but (and this is not us being the drug and alcohol police here)
they don’t help, or they help in the moment but have a nasty sting in the tail and
can become problems in and of themselves

•

Try to maintain a healthy diet
When we are depressed we tend to eat too little or too much of the wrong sorts of
food. This in itself will feed the depression. Even though it is difficult, try to eat
regularly and eat healthily.

•

Routine
When we are depressed our daily routine tends to go out of the window but it is
that routine which forms the scaffolding for us to rebuild our wellbeing. Try to

keep a routine, getting up and going to bed and eating at regular times and as far
as possible keeping up with routine tasks

•

Make your goals realistic and achievable
When you feel depressed, any sense of failure is going to be magnified. Create
realistic goals for yourself and then give yourself credit when you achieve them

•

Sleep
Depression can cause insomnia or, conversely, it can leave us feeling exhausted. It
can also cause us to wake early in the morning which is often the most difficult
time to navigate. Try as much as possible to keep a regular sleep pattern and
maintain good sleep hygiene (see separate support sheet on sleep)

•

Self-care / resilience toolkit
Depression is an emotional experience which impacts all aspects of our lives, so it
is helpful to think of ways of coping which impact on all aspects of our lives. It can
be helpful to create a ‘resilience toolkit’ of things to do, resources to draw on
which will be helpful to our wellbeing emotionally, physically, socially, spiritually
and mentally

See also the managing anxiety list below

Managing anxiety
Many of the tools for managing depression (see above) are equally useful in relation to
managing anxiety. In addition, here are some ways which might help you to manage:

•

Talking
Talking to a trusted friend or to a professional about your anxieties can be
reassuring and give you a different perspective

•

Managing your fears, taking charge
Fear can be utterly overwhelming and the anxious thoughts and physical responses
can make coping really difficult. One way that can help is to take charge of your
fears, as if they are a group of unruly children. It can help to set aside time in the
day when you give your anxieties attention and to tell them when they intrude that
they have to wait until their appointed time. It can be especially useful to tell
them that they are not allowed out at night, they need to wait too be addressed
until daytime. Writing down your fears can also help you feel more in charge

•

Be a good scientist
Bring the full force of your rational mind into your fear. What is really the worst
thing that might happen? How likely is it that the outcome would be catastrophic?
What control do you have and, if you don’t have control, can you bring your focus
back to aspects of your life that you can control?

•

Be in the moment
Anxiety is often about the future – what is going to happen or what might happen.
Check with yourself about what’s going on right now. Bring yourself into the
present moment and focus on what you are doing right now. Focus on your breath,
remembering that your breath is the key to steadying the fight, flight, freeze,
friend response (see separate support sheets on coping and on trauma)

Taking it seriously

Depression and anxiety are such everyday terms that there is a danger that people,
or we, don’t take it seriously. If you are experiencing high levels of anxiety and /
or depression, it is important to get support, from friends / family and / or from
professionals. Some people are so overwhelmed by their feelings that they selfharm in order to cope or think of suicide. If you need urgent support, please do
contact emergency services or go to A&E.

If you have been sexually abused and are struggling with depression and / or
anxiety, please do get in touch. You can chat in confidence to one of our
helpliners on our webchat or textchat via our website
www.survivorsuk.org

