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WHEN DEPRESSION WON’T GO AWAY: WHAT CAN BE DONE?

WALTHAM, MA– October 3, 2006 – With new treatments for treatment-resistant depression coming 
on the market and renewed interest in electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) (from Kitty Dukakis’ recent 
book Shock), many people are wondering what they should consider trying next when their depression 
won’t go away.

“It is really important for families dealing with a difficult to treat depression to understand what they 
can do,” said Julie Totten, President of Families for Depression Awareness, www.familyaware.org. 
“Even people with depression who have tried many medications and talk therapy can get much better, 
even recover, but they have to understand the underlying issues and options available to them.” 

What is treatment-resistant depression?
Usually treatment (talk therapy and/or antidepressants) works for people with depression. But when 
people have treatment-resistant depression they do not get well or only improve slightly with 
treatment. There is no standard definition of treatment-resistant depression, but generally if a person 
has not improved on 2 or 3 medications, they may be considered to have treatment-resistant 
depression. See http://www.familyaware.org/treatmentresistant/information.php for more details on 
treatment-resistant depression.

Depression is a serious medical condition that causes people to feel hopeless and suffer deep emotional 
pain for long periods of time. Depression is also the leading cause of suicide. This makes treatment-
resistant depression especially alarming. If people with depression do not respond well to treatment, 
they are at increased risk for suicide. Even if they are not suicidal, they have difficulty working and 
going about their everyday life.

“My depression is overwhelming at times,” says Pata Suyemoto, who has treatment-resistant 
depression. “ I feel exhausted, can’t sleep and feel bad about myself. It is hard for me to concentrate 
and read, even decide what to buy at the grocery store.” After many trials, medications have helped 
reduce her feelings of depression. Talk therapy has also helped her learn coping mechanisms such as 
connecting with family and friends, biking, and writing. 

“Many patients get referred to me because their depression treatment hasn’t worked,” explains Dr. 
Matt Ruble, Associate Training Director for Psychiatry, Cambridge Health Alliance. “I do an in-depth 
evaluation. For example, I determine if they might have bipolar disorder, instead of depression, or have 
other medical conditions or drug and alcohol issues that are preventing them from getting well.”

What can be done?
It is important to get a thorough evaluation by a psychiatrist who sees treatment-resistant depression. 
Often these psychiatrists can be found at major hospitals or psychiatric hospitals. It is best if the person 
with depression and a family member go to the appointment and work as a team with the doctor. 
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Family members can find the doctor, schedule appointments, learn from the doctor, and provide 
emotional support for the depressed person. Here are some issues to consider:

o Do you have bipolar disorder? If you have experienced periods of high energy, such as 
working excessively without needing sleep, discuss these with the doctor. Map out your mental 
health family history. Bipolar disorder requires different medication than antidepressants.

o Have you had adequate treatment for enough time? Even if you have tried medication, you 
can improve by adding or switching medications. There are also other types of antidepressants, 
such as tricyclics or MAO inhibitors that may work.

o Do you have other illnesses that prevent treatment from working? Let your doctor know if 
you have other medical conditions, like a thyroid condition, or are using alcohol or drugs that 
may stop treatment from working.

o Have you exhausted all your options? In addition to medications and talk therapy, there are 
alternative treatments, including electroconvulsive therapy (ECT), vagus nerve stimulator 
(VNS therapy), and transcranial magnetic stimulation therapy (TMS therapy) that often help 
people whose treatment has failed.

“People who are suffering from depression need family support to get through tough periods of 
depression and explore what can be done,” explains Julie Totten. “It is very frustrating to find that 
treatment can take a while to work, but families should not lose hope. There are more options than ever 
for treatment and many promising depression treatments in the research phase.”

About Families for Depression Awareness
Families for Depression Awareness, www.familyaware.org, is a national nonprofit organization 
helping families recognize and cope with depressive disorders. The organization provides education, 
outreach, and advocacy to support families and is comprised of families who have lost a family 
member to suicide or have watched a loved one suffer with depression, with little knowledge about 
how to help. For more information please go to www.familyaware.org.  

To arrange a media interview with our clinicians and families dealing with treatment-resistant 
depression, email north@familyaware.org, or call (781) 890-0220.  
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