Words Can Work offers information,
communication strategies and the words
to help keep kids safe.
If you’re worried that someone’s considering suicide,
ask him or her directly.
You can say, “Are you depressed?” “How bad does it get? Do you ever feel
like life isn’t worth living?” “Have you thought about hurting yourself?”
Dr. Rauch

Encourage young people to tell an adult if a friend
is struggling emotionally.
You can say, “If one of your friends seems to be having a hard time
emotionally, or if they mention killing themselves, please tell me or another
adult. You might think, at the time, that this is betraying your friend, but it
isn’t. By confiding in someone who can intervene – a teacher, counselor or
me – you could save a life.” Dr. Rauch

Someone experiencing depression may be particularly vulnerable
to substance abuse.
Parents can say, “Someone who’s depressed may get drunk or high and
associate feeling better with using that substance. They may tend to use it
again and again to experience the same relief. This can lead to dependence
and addiction, which can set the stage for even worse problems.” Dr. Ball

Read more communication strategies in this
Words Can Work booklet.
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One Suicide’s
Survivors

Note From the Author

As an Army family, General Mark Graham, his wife
Carol, and their three children, Jeffrey, Kevin, and
Melanie, moved every few years.

When Talking About Depression

For years, parents and professionals have asked us to make depression a topic of our educational materials. I hesitated for a
long time. Like most families, mine has been touched by mental illness. I wondered whether working on the project would
strike too close to home.
My mother suffered from bipolar disorder. When she was depressed, even close relatives told her to just “snap out of it.”
But you can’t “snap out of” depression, no matter how much
you want to. The symptoms of depression are a result of a
change in the neurochemistry of the brain.
What does help those who suffer with mental illness is professional intervention, understanding, support, and acceptance.
After a lot of thought, I felt that we had to write this Words Can
Work booklet and produce the DVD Depression: True Stories.
In each one, insightful and courageous young adults, and their
friends and families, tell their stories. Leading mental health
professionals – Joanna Ball, Ph.D., Jefferson Prince, M.D., Paula
Rauch, M.D., and Janet Wozniak, M.D. – generously share their
expertise.
We hope that through our efforts, the stigma often associated
with mental illness will be lessened; the signs of depression
and other mental health disorders will be recognized earlier;
people will get the treatment they need; and lives will be
transformed and saved.

“We were really close,“ Melanie says of her family.
“We’d play cards and watch basketball games together.”
Melanie had a special connection with her brother
Kevin. “He was always very protective of me,” she
says.

FACT:
People who die
by suicide are
frequently suffering
from undiagnosed,
undertreated,
or untreated
depression.1

Melanie’s bond with her brothers stuck. They all attended the
University of Kentucky and shared an apartment.
Jeff and Kevin were on full ROTC scholarships. Everyone
expected Kevin to follow in the footsteps of his grandfather,
Daddy Doc, a warm and compassionate family physician.
Melanie and Kevin spent so much time together that Melanie’s sorority sisters thought
Kevin was her best friend, not her brother.
Kevin was considered the family’s perfect
child – straight A’s, an accomplished athlete,
and never causing trouble.

“Did you know depression
is an illness and not just
a feeling?”
Kevin

In Kevin’s junior year, Melanie noticed that he’d
grown uncharacteristically sad.
General and Carol Graham, stationed in Korea,
noticed too. “His grades started to slip,” Carol
says. “He said college wasn’t what he thought it
would be.”
Kevin had filled out a questionnaire that indicated
depression. A psychiatric nurse recommended he take antidepressant medication.
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any longer. You think: If I’m going to feel this way, I can’t go
on. That’s when people think of suicide. Mike shows us that,
with treatment, you can change your mindset and feel hopeful
and happy again.
Jeanne Blake: Mike and his parents talk often now about how
he’s feeling, and about suicide. They’ve learned how to talk
about it.
Dr. Prince: That’s important. Talking about suicide doesn’t
make it more likely to happen; it makes it less likely. There’s no
single right way to talk about it. But with the help of a professional, you can learn the best approach for your family. (For
suggestions on how to talk with a young person about suicide, see
page 7)
Ronnie’s words to parents

“I’m so glad that I did
ask for help, because my
life is so much better.”
Mike

“We had no idea how much denial we
were in about Michael’s illness. As long as
I was in denial, maybe he wasn’t depressed. That’s almost what it felt like. I
wish we’d gotten him help sooner.”

Chris’s words to parents
“I’ve learned to respond openly to my fears and disappointments and demonstrate how to work through these emotions. It
helps me get feedback from those around me, and allows
Michael to see me work through rough patches in my own life.”
Mike’s words to parents
“When someone tries to describe what depression feels like,
you have to multiply it tenfold, because the sheer weight that
they feel, and the pain and fear they’re experiencing, simply
can’t be described.”

Remember
If you have suicidal thoughts, help is available through your
doctor, friends, or family. You can also call the National Suicide
Prevention Lifeline at 1-800-273-8255.

Depression Warning Signs in Adolescents and
Young Adults*
Knowing the warning signs can help you distinguish depression from occasional normal sadness or moodiness.
Common symptoms of depression include:
• Sad or irritable mood
• Loss of interest in activities once enjoyed
• Significant changes in appetite or weight
• Difficulty sleeping; oversleeping
• Slow or agitated movement
• Loss of energy
• Feelings of worthlessness or guilt
• Difficulty concentrating
• Frequent thoughts of death or suicide
Most adolescents and young adults experience the above
symptoms occasionally. But, if you observe a number of
these symptoms for more than a few weeks, seek professional help. Adolescents and young adults often show
depression in other ways as well:
• Frequent headaches, stomach aches or tiredness,
without a medical cause
• Frequent absences from school or poor performance in
school
• Talk of or efforts to run away from home
• Being bored; sulking
• Lack of interest in spending time with friends or family
• Abuse of alcohol or other substances
• Social isolation, poor communication
• Fear of death
• Extreme sensitivity to rejection or failure
• Increased irritability, anger, hostility, or crying
• Reckless behavior
• Neglect of clothes and appearance
• Difficulty with relationships
• Changes in mood
* Note: These criteria may also apply to pre-teens
Source: Adapted from the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

See Mike’s story in the DVD
Depression: True Stories available at wordscanwork.com
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Additional
Resources

Contributors
Joanna Ball, Ph.D. is an Assistant Professor of
Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences and Director
of Child and Adolescent Externship Training at
Montefiore Medical Center/Albert Einstein
College of Medicine.

Recommended Resource
Depression: True Stories (26-minute DVD)

Jefferson Prince, M.D. is the Director of Child
Psychiatry at North Shore Medical Center,
Massachusetts General Hospital, and an
Instructor in Psychiatry at Harvard Medical
School.

Three young adults, including professional basketball player Chamique
Holdsclaw, describe living with depression, suicidal thoughts, and the stigma
that often surrounds mental illness. They tell how early diagnosis and treatment can transform and save lives. Includes discussion guide. For grades 6
through college, parents, and other caregivers.

Paula K. Rauch, M.D. is Chief of the Child
Psychiatry Consultation Liaison Service, Director
of the Marjorie E. Korff, PACT (Parenting At a
Challenging Time) Program at Massachusetts
General Hospital, and an Associate Professor of
Psychiatry at Harvard Medical School.

“Depression: True Stories provides compelling first person accounts of the
suffering associated with this life threatening illness – depression. At the same
time, it inspires hope about the power of treatment. It’s certain to educate adolescents, young adults, parents, other caregivers, and health care professionals
about a serious illness that can and should be treated.”

Janet Wozniak, M.D. is Director of the
Pediatric Bipolar Disorder Research Program
at Massachusetts General Hospital, and an
Assistant Professor of Psychiatry at Harvard
Medical School.

Paula K. Rauch, M.D.
Chief, Child Psychiatry Consultation Liaison Service
Director, Marjorie E. Korff, PACT (Parenting At a Challenging Time) Program
Massachusetts General Hospital, Harvard Medical School
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