Speech HAKODATE Kosen-　1 

Caring for Depression
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Do you know anything about depression? Can you imagine what the symptoms are? I often hear people say, “That’s not an illness. People suffering from depression just want attention.” I can promise you that it is a mental illness. But don't take my word for it. According to surveys and current research, the percentage of people who will suffer from depression in their lifetime is 5% in Japan and 10% in the United States. 
I, myself, suffered from depression in the past. I don’t know why I developed it but I can tell you about those difficult days, which were even tougher because I couldn’t find anyone to confide about my condition except my doctor. I was down and felt increasingly sad for no reason. I suddenly lost interest in my favorite activities and hobbies. As my ability to think and focus decreased, talking with friends became just too troublesome for me.
Although it is a mental illness, it results in several physical afflictions. In my case, it was sleep disorder: insomnia, and its extreme opposite: hypersomnia. I had many sleepless nights, but would occasionally not be able to wake up on my own. I lost appetite and couldn’t get rid of the fatigue. These are my symptoms and this is just an example, since there are many and they vary by patient. 
So, what causes depression? There are still so many things unknown about the disease. However, according to Dr Tompson from Boston University malfunctions of the brain, traumatizing experiences, and environmental changes are the main factors which cause depression. As a result, it brings about a decrease in the production of serotonin and adrenaline, two neurotransmitters which are necessary for synapses to carry information through the brain.
After I was diagnosed, I came to realize very few people understand what depression really is. Its symptoms are not clearly defined, which makes it even harder to explain how painful it feels. Therefore, not only the patient but also her family and friends have a very hard time understanding one another.
By the way, I have told you that depression is an illness. Then, as such, the patient should recover by seeing a doctor and taking pills, right? No, things are not so simple. Actually, moral support by family and friends is much more effective a cure, more than the medicine. To tell the truth, I have a friend who became depressed. Originally, she had a hard time communicating with others and had but a few friends. Gradually, she lost her grip with reality, and stopped talking with people altogether. I desperately wanted to help her, but I wasn’t sure how and unfortunately was too late, since she became so depressed she had to quit school. I still now deeply regret I couldn’t help her, or be there for her. If only I had another chance, I would do whatever I could, whatever it would take, to help her.
So what kind of specific support is appropriate for someone suffering from depression? There are various ways depending on the symptoms but one important thing, which may seem paradoxical, is not to encourage your friend too much. Please don’t pretend you understand what is going on or cheer up irresponsibly. If you start to notice your friend is showing some signs, or symptoms of depression, treat him or her gently and warmly, but don't pretend everything is fine. It takes much time to heal, so it’s important to patiently wait for your friend to get better.  
I have firsthand experience. When I suffered from depression, one of my friends supported me. She didn’t encourage me too much or pretended she understood how painful I felt. Instead, she just hugged me without saying a word. That reassured me and I finally managed to confront my illness. 
At the beginning, I mentioned that statistically, there is a 5% chance to suffer from depression in Japan. According to this data, in Hakodate only, about 13,000 people will have to deal with depression in their lifetime. The most important point when caring for the patient is how compassionate, how receptive the people supporting them are. Therefore, if you have a chance to get engaged in the life of someone suffering from depression, please take care of him or her, patiently, with hope. I, myself, was once a patient. I hope my speech will help you care for people with depression better.  

Thank you.
