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“I am so angry with myself now because I cannot do what I should
like to do, and at such a moment one feels as if one were lying
bound hand and foot at the bottom of a deep, dark well, utterly
hopeless.” – Vincent Van Gogh.
This booklet is written for people who are too overwhelmed, sick,
numb, or lost in depression to sort out their thoughts. That said, if
“too depressed to sort out your thoughts” sounds familiar, read this
article slowly. It can feel overwhelming. Take it one step at a
time. If things are very bad, ask someone to help you.

1. Introduction, the Long Version
Depression hurts. The poet John Keats suffered from what he called melancholy: “I am in that
temper that if I were underwater, I would scarcely kick to come to the top.” Margaret Atwood
described it in her book Cat’s Eye: “I lie in the bedroom with the curtains drawn and nothingness
washing over me like a sluggish wave…. I have done something wrong, something so huge I
can’t even see it, something that’s drowning me. I am inadequate and stupid, without worth.”
Depression is a painful sensation or ache that goes beyond mood. It affects energy, appetite,
sleep, concentration, memory, and ability to make decisions. When mild, it leaves you
unfulfilled and struggling. When severe, it invades self-image and understanding of the world,
causing life to fester into something so black it can be intolerable.
Moderate to severe depression can create circular thinking too. It seems you have a dozen
problems. Each one is a crisis, and you feel a need to solve the crisis right away. You think and
think and think some more. Your thoughts spin left and right, up and down, reaching for
answers, hoping for some resolution – but nothing is solved. All you find is a mess of tangled
knots. The more you think, you worse it gets. Sound familiar? Then this booklet is for you!
Most therapies for depression involve talk-therapy. That means talking to someone and making
sense out of your thoughts. But there’s the issue: How do you think your way out of depression
when you can’t think?
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This booklet takes a different approach to conquering depression. It focuses on activity rather
than thought. That is, people can overcome depression by changing their behaviors. (Just in
case you need more information: this approach is called Behavioral Activation Therapy (BAT).
It’s considered an effective alternative to talk-therapy for the treatment of depression.)
Ready? Go over the tips below, then turn the page.

Before we jump in, here are a few hints to help you along.
•
•
•
•

Don’t read the whole booklet in one setting. Take it slow. We
recommend you read one section/week and do the exercises.
The first step is always the hardest. For each new activity, take
a deep breath and get through that first step. It gets easier once
you start.
If your depression is bad, talk to your doctor about treatment
options. They might recommend medication or other
treatments to supplement the approach in this booklet.
Depression can leave a person hopeless. If you have thoughts
of suicide, please reach out for help! Consider calling the
suicide hotline at 1.800.273.8255
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2. The Quick Introduction

Here’s the quick intro.
What do you do when you’re too depressed
to think? Rather than working on thoughts,
you work on behaviors. You act differently.
Sound overwhelming? Hang in there. We’ll
talk you through this little by little.
Acting differently involves four steps:
(1) Stop thinking
(2) Do positive stuff
(3) Don’t do negative stuff
(4) Jumpstart action with a routine.

Breathe
Take deep breath and move onto the next section.
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3. Put Problem Thoughts On-hold
Put aside problem thoughts until you're ready to
come back to them.
You’re more than under the weather. You’re miserable. The
running dialogue in your head is more toxic than helpful, and
despite heroic efforts to think your way out of depression, the
brain just isn’t up to the task. All your friends’ advice and all
the cognitive therapy in the world won’t make a difference.
What do you do? How do you put a stop to it?
I mean, how can you focus on behaviors when the thoughts
have taken over? The answer: You put them aside. Here are a
few ways to do it.
Try each approach for a day until you find which one(s) work best for you. Each day, write about
your experience. Then repeat as necessary.
Day 1. Keep a list.
Create a “worry list.” Each time that ticker tape in the brain goes off, giving you something new
to fret about, add the stressor to the list and promise yourself you’ll come back to it when you’re
ready. If the problem needs more attention, consider journaling it out of your system before
letting go. Unless the thought is an emergency, you don’t have to deal with it right away. For
urgent problems that can’t wait, call a trusted friend to help you work things out.
Describe the experience. How long was your list?

How good were you at giving yourself permission to put the thought aside? How can you
improve?

Day 2. Distract yourself.
Even if you don’t feel like it, do something. Often the thoughts subside if you focus on
something different for a while. Options might include watching TV, calling a friend, cuddling
with a pet, drinking a cup of tea, listening to an upbeat song, or coming up with a list of things
you’re thankful for. What other distractions can you think of? When you find distractions that
work for you, use them often.
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Describe 2 things you did to distract yourself. How were they helpful?

Day 3. Meditate.
Meditation helps you exist outside the negative aspects of your life. With practice, it can give
you control over your thoughts. You can purposefully put aside anything that’s bothering you.
There are different types of meditation, but here’s one method.
The basic premise: Relax your body, close your eyes, and focus on your breath.
A. Breathe comfortably. Inhale, and when you breathe out, imagine all negativity leaving
your body. Each time you exhale, breathe out all bad feelings. Breathe out past and
future worries. Breathe out anything that ties you down. Imagine the depression leaving
your body little by little.
B. It’s okay if your mind wanders. Problems will surface. When this happens, relax your
body and gently breathe all problems out. Don't judge or analyze anything that comes
up. Just acknowledge it, “that’s a thought” or “that’s a feeling,” and breathe it out.
C. Little by little you’ll feel your problems subside. This might take practice. Focus on
your breath and stay in this place until you’re ready to go back to your day.
Consider meditating every day. It gets easier and more effective over time. There are several
phone apps that teach meditation. Just search “meditation” and choose one!
Describe your experience.

How hard was it to put problem thoughts aside? Why?

What did you get out of the experience?
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Day 4. Practice mindfulness.
It many ways, mindfulness is similar to meditation. It anchors you in the moment. It gives you a
chance to let your worries go. When the past is too painful and the future too scary, it gives you
a place to rest your head. Now is a safe place.
Unlike meditation, it involves perception: vision, hearing, feeling, immersion, appreciation, or
other sensory experiences.
There are many types of mindfulness. Here's an example of mindful immersion.
A. Choose a mundane chore. Think of something you do
regularly that you typically rush through. For example,
mowing the lawn. What does mindfulness have to do with
mowing the lawn? The formal answer: You can take the
activity beyond the "normal" by aligning yourself with it
physically and mentally. The easy answer: grasp the
moment no matter what you’re doing.
B. Instead of rushing through the task, pay attention to every step. What do you see?
What do you feel and hear and smell? Immerse yourself in the experience. Focus on
each moment as though you’d never experienced it before.
As you push the mower across the lawn, pay attention to one sensation at a time. Feel
your muscles tighten and loosen as you move. Notice the vibration of the machine
against your hands, the loud roar of the motor, the uneven ground, and the scent of fresh
cut grass. What else do you notice? The sun over your head, a slight wind, a neighbor
waving as he walks by? Pay attention!
Your turn. Pick a chore and do it mindfully. Think of washing the dishes, vacuuming the living
room, driving to the supermarket, or any other task you perform frequently.
Which activity did you choose?
Describe the experience, focusing on all senses.

What did you get out of the experience? Was there something new you hadn’t noticed
before?
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Day 5. Get physical.
There’s an old saying: “Where your body goes, your mind follows.” Exercise diminishes
depression, and you don’t have to think for it to work. It raises endorphin levels, causing a
natural high. The outdoors can bring relief to the aching soul.
But what if you’re too depressed to exercise? The secret is to get moving. Do what you can to
create movement in your life. Can’t hike the Andes? Take a brief walk around the block. Can't
get out of the house? Consider pacing in the living room. If you can't get off the couch, do
stretches. Your job is to appreciate movement, the sequence of changes your body makes as it
shifts from place to place. Notice how your point of view changes with every transition.
Chances are it was hard to get yourself moving. If you
weren’t able to start, ask someone to help you take that
first step.
What did you do to “move?”

How effective was exercise or moving at freeing you
from problem thoughts, even for a minute?

Day 6. Create an escape in your home.
Soothe thoughts and worries by moving to another spot in your apartment or house. This means
literally!
If you have energy, create different environments inside your home, something to provide
different perspectives. Set up a meditation room with incense and candles, or a leisure room
with puzzles, video games, and a TV for movies. How about a green room with plants and
flowers? A corner of your living room filled with photographs and relics from good times? An
Italian theme? A bird room, or an alter to the gods?
If that’s too much work or not affordable, consider rearranging furniture. Can’t move furniture?
Draw simple pictures to put up on a wall. Can’t draw? Tear colorful pictures out of magazines
and put them on your wall. Change something, no matter how small.
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Describe one escape or change you made in your home. What did you use?

How did the “new” place or change shift your perspective?

Day 7. Repeat, repeat, repeat.
Pick the approaches that work the best and use them today to keep yourself going. Consider
making a list of strategies ahead of time, as it’s hard to come up with strategies when the
thoughts hit you.
Which of these six activities either helped improve your mood or hushed problem thoughts?
Write them here.

Activity 1: Which activity did you choose, and how did it go?

Activity 2: Which activity did you choose, and how did it go?

How can you work these activities into your daily life?

10
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4. Do More Positive Stuff.
Do stuff that’s fun or helpful.
“If you get up one more time than you fall,
you will make it through.” --Chinese proverb

•

When people get depressed, they withdraw.
They break their routine. They avoid friends
and family. Yep, we all know this avoidance
makes the depression worse. But depression
robs us of the tools needed to not withdraw.

•

Timeline
You’ll spend Week 2 doing
fun activities. Choose and do at least
one activity each day.
You’ll spend Week 3 doing
achievement activities. Again, choose
and do at least one activity each day.

That 1st step is vital. Step 2 is easier, and Step 3 even moreso… but you have to take that 1st step.
What kinds of activities should you be doing? In basic terms, there are two types of activities,
fun and achievement activities. We’re going to spend a week doing fun stuff and a week doing
achievement stuff. Here’s a little information about both.
Week 2. Fun activities
Don’t feel like doing anything? People with depression often suffer from “anhedonia,” or the
inability to feel pleasure. They can’t enjoy things. Give them a million dollars, and they still
can’t imagine anything fun.
The good news is that joy can sometimes be jumpstarted by going through the motions. It’ll be
hard to take the first step. Even harder to enjoy the activity, but this gets better with time. The
take-home message: start doing fun stuff and often your mind catches on.
Your first bit of homework: start a list of fun things you’d be interested in doing.
Examples of fun activities:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Read something funny of inspiring
Color in a coloring book
Play with a pet
Look at old photographs or letters
Put on some good music and dance
Make paper airplanes and throw
Visit the park
Invite someone to go hiking
Go shopping or window-shopping

What would you like to be doing? Consider what you used to enjoy, your past passions and
hobbies. Make a list, and make it as long as you can.
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Need more ideas? Check out 150+ fun things to do or Fun things you can do for free.
Next, go over your list every morning. Your job is to choose at least one activity each day and
do it. Can’t feel it? Go through the motions. There’s a little part of you that needs fun,
regardless of the anhedonia.

Fun Activities for Week 2
Do at least one fun activity every day for seven days. Describe the activity
and how it affected your mood. Two examples are included.
Day of the week

Describe the fun activity

How did the activity affect
your mood?

Example #1

Read a book of jokes.

Helped a little

Example #2

Went to movies with friend. Movie
reminded me of a bad experience.

Made me more nervous

Monday
Tuesday
Wednesday
Thursday
Friday
Saturday
Sunday
How can you increase the number of fun activities in your life,
starting today?

You’ll have problem thoughts. List them below. Next,
describe a method that helped you put each problem thought
aside.
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Week 3. Achievement activities
The third week is devoted to achievement activities.
Depression causes problems with motivation, organization, decision-making, and selfesteem. This makes chores, homework, and work difficult to do. When it comes to behavioral
therapy, chores, homework, work activities, and such are called “achievement activities.” These
activities aren’t fun, but they make you feel like you accomplished something.
Achievement activities are essential when it comes to battling negative mood. They are good for
building self-esteem. They help with organization and decision-making when taken slowly.
Getting stuff done boosts motivation. They’re as important as fun stuff.
Starting with small stuff, make a list of all the chores you’ve been avoiding, as well as tasks
you'd like to accomplish. Don't forget to include goals, especially small ones. Here are
examples of achievement activities. (This list is longer because I don't have any links to a list of
achievement behaviors!)
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Prepare taxes
Do the dishes
Mop the floor
Change oil of car
Start/finish a paper for class
Return phone calls
Make it to school/work on time
Volunteer at the hospital to help others
Fill out a job application
Exercise 20 minutes/day
Apologize to someone who needs it

Is anything important missing? Any unpaid bills, long
overdue chores, or much-needed conversations? Add them to your list.
The next step: complete at least one activity a day for seven days. Consider starting with the
most important item on your list. If you have problems completing the task, focus on the first
step and the first step alone. If it’s too overwhelming to initiate, reach out for help.
Use the table on the next page to record your progress.
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Achievement Activities for Week 3
Do at least one achievement activity every day for seven days.
Describe the activity and how it affected your mood.
Two examples are included.
Day of the week

Describe the achievment activity

How did the activity affect
your mood?

Example #1

Paid bills

Felt good it was done

Example #2

Washed the car

Took a lot of energy but helped
a little.

Monday
Tuesday
Wednesday
Thursday
Friday
Saturday
Sunday

How can you increase the number of achievement activities in your life, starting today?

Had problem thoughts? List them below. Next, describe a method that helped you put
each thought aside.
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5. Do Less Negative Stuff.
Don’t do what isn’t helpful.
For Week 4, you’re going to identify at least one
bad habit each day and replace it with something
worth doing.

We all do it when depressed: unhealthy stuff. We stay
in bed all day or don’t answer the phone when friends
call. Some people do drugs. Others drink too much.
Still others keep themselves so busy they don't have
time to breathe. What’s the problem here? Unhealthy activities might help in the moment, but
they make the depression worse in the long run.
So far we’ve talked about increasing positive behaviors. Now it’s time to stop and think about
the not-so-good stuff. What sorts of things are you doing that promote depression?
Here are examples of unhealthy activities that tend to make depression worse.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Hanging out with the unsupportive people
Watching the news too much
Being a couch potato
Injuring self for attention or to get revenge
Injuring self to relieve stress
Listening to sad music, seeing sad movies, or reading sad books
Binging-eating, especially sweets or fatty stuff
Sleeping too much, or staying in bed when not sleepy
Turning friends away
Abusing drugs or alcohol, or any kind of addiction
Running with the wrong crowd
Not taking medications as prescribed
Working too much
Not setting limits
Not allowing yourself enough downtime

Any of these sound familiar? What else are you doing to worsen the depression? Use the
space below to make a list.

What do you do with this list? You eliminate them from your life! If you can't stop them
altogether, figure out ways to cut back.
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But there's a trick. If you want to overcome not-so-good behaviors, replace them with healthier
ones. Instead of hanging out on the couch, get up and go for a walk. Rather than contemplating
loneliness, call a friend and invite them to a movie. Rather than listening to sad music, turn on
something happy. Rather than working excessively, take a rest and consider spending five
minutes meditating. Each time you find yourself doing something that makes you more
depressed, think "What can I do instead of this?" and do it.
Spend seven days identifying harmful habits and actively replace them with something healthy.
What’s healthy? Take a look at the fun and achievement lists from last two weeks!

DO

DON’T
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Replacing Negative with Positive for Week 4
Consciously replace one unhealthy habit with something healthy,
at least once/day. List both positive and negative behaviors. Next, decide
how the change affected your mood. Two examples are included.
Day of the
week

Negative behavior
(makes mood worse)

Positive behavior
(improves depression)

Example #1

Stay in bed all day

Got up at 9, had a cup of
coffee, and called a friend
– 2 days in a row!

Example #2

Spend time with mom,
who’s very negative

Went to AA meeting

How did replacing bad
with good affect your
mood?
I was really depressed at
first, but felt a little better
for getting up early
Hard getting myself out
of the house, but I felt
better during the meeting

Monday
Tuesday
Wednesday
Thursday
Friday
Saturday
Sunday

“Let’s talk less
about what’s
wrong with the
world and more
about what is
amazing in the
world.”
--Fearless Soul
itunes Spotify

How can you increase the number of achievement activities in your
life, starting today?

Had problem thoughts? List them below. Next, describe a method
that helped you put each thought aside.
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6. Start a Daily Routine
You have a list of fun and achievement activities. You also have a bunch of things to avoid –
and hopefully ideas to replace them.
A. Why a routine? Our next step is to set up a routine. Why? A routine jump-starts you into
action. And once you’ve started moving, a routine keeps you going. Somehow external
structure creates internal structure, a stabilizing force which is key for fighting depression.
As you set up a routine, focus on those activities that help with your depression. Schedule helpful
activities often and repeatedly, but make sure not to overwhelm yourself. You don’t have to do
everything everyday!
B. How to set up a routine.
(1) Agenda. You’ll need a place to document your schedule. Consider using the calendar on
your phone or buying a daily agenda.
(2) Create a to-do list. Write a to-do list every morning. First, write a list of everything you
NEED to do today. Keep it simple: classes, doctor's appointments, meetings, or doing laundry.
(3) Add fun and achievement activities. What do you want to do today? What would you like to
have done today? Choose a few ideas, and get those into today's list too.
Example of Routine
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(4) Plug everything into today's schedule. What’s most
pressing? Jot that down first. Next, add fun and
achievement activities. Start slow. Two to three
activities/day might just be enough.

Today’s schedule
Write your to-do list here

(5) Go over your schedule. Make sure your schedule isn't
too busy. Depression exhausts, and you need to be patient
with yourself. Set limits and say "no" when necessary.
(6) Start your day. Start your first activity of the
day. Yikes! So you get that overwhelming feeling of
fatigue about now.
•

•

As mentioned, the first step is always the hardest.
The second step is easier, and the third even easier.
The trick? Just start. Move in the right direction
and trust your brain to take over once you start
moving.
If the task seems too complicated, break it down
into smaller steps and start with the first step. For
example, if the task is "Do the washing," start by
walking to the room to pick up dirty clothes. Focus
on that step before going onto the next.

(7) At the end of the day, rate the effect each activity had
on your mood. Compare how you felt before and after
each task. Simply write “better” or “worse.” If an activity
makes you feel worse, replace it with something helpful.
(8) Repeat daily. This week, every morning, create a
schedule for the day. Make sure to rate what’s helpful and
what isn’t.

Plug each activity into the
schedule below.
Morning

Which activities helped your
mood the most?
Afternoon

Which activities helped your
mood the most?
Evening

Which activities helped your
mood the most?

19
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7. Conclusion
Make sure to keep a daily schedule for a week, recording which activities helped and which
didn’t. Once you’ve got this information, use it to your advantage. Find something helpful? Do
more of it! Find something harmful? Do less of it! (And replace with something better!)
As the depression lightens, you'll start to feel joy again, and your thoughts will become more
organized. Once your thinking has cleared, you can go back to all the problems you jotted down
in section one of this article.
Thanks for sharing the past five weeks with us. Check out the booklet “100+ Ways to Take on
Depression” for more treatment interventions. Hang in there and have hope, my friend.
“Listen to the people who love you. Believe that they are worth living for even when you don't
believe it. Seek out the memories depression takes away and project them into the future. Be
brave; be strong; take your pills. Exercise because it's good for you even if every step weighs a
thousand pounds. Eat when food itself disgusts you. Reason with yourself when you have lost
your reason.”
― Andrew Solomon, The Noonday Demon: An Atlas of Depression
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8. Ah, a Review!
Here's everything
one more time, in a nutshell...

Positive behaviors improve depression. Increasing healthy tasks in your life, like fun and
achievement activities, can help you battle severe depression. Going through the motions with
fun stuff, even when you don't feel like it, can jumpstart joy. Completing tasks that lend a sense
of achievement is good for building self-esteem. Figure out what brings you peace & completion
and do more of that stuff.
Negative behaviors worsen depression. Unhealthy behaviors are those that make you feel
miserable. These can include toxic relationships, drugs, poor diet, working too much, isolating,
and a myriad of other self-defeating behaviors. Figure out what actions bum you out and stop
doing them. If you can’t stop, do your best to cut back.
Replace negative behaviors with positive ones. It’s hard to stop bad habits until you replace
them with something more valuable. Replace the not-so-good with the healthy.
Keep a schedule. When it comes to overcoming depression, routine is vital. External
organization helps stabilize a stormy internal world. Set up your schedule each day and do your
best to stick to it.
Monitor how your activities affect you. How do you know which activities are healthy and
which aren’t? Rate each activity
Improve mood. Use your ratings to help your mood. If something helps with depression, do
more of it. If it hurts, do less of it. Replace negative with positive. Yes, this is all repeat, but it
makes sense, doesn’t it? Now take on that depression… and win!
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If your depression is so bad you've stopped living your life, please reach out for professional
help. Depression is treatable. It's just a matter of not giving up.

For more information, look into this great psychcentral.com article about behavioral therapy for
depression.
Need more reading on depression? Consider the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Five Important Questions Everyone Needs to Ask About Depression
For Fiction Writers: Four Steps to Writing Your Way Out of Depression
Strategies that Kill Depression
Mood Journal Conquers Depression
Baby Blues and Depression: What’s Normal?
Also, check out Dr. Kim’s quirky article on behavioral therapy.
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That’s all,
folks!

For more Outside-the-Box Recovery Booklets,
check out kimrosenthalmd.com/store

14 Meeting in
14 Days

Booklet for
(Maybe) Quitting

Introduction to
Drug Treatment

Relapse
Prevention Plan

Surviving
Cravings & Life
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