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DEPRESSION & SOLVING PROBLEMS 
 
 
 
Depression can be the result of life problems. Problems for which you cannot 
find solutions have the potential to frustrate you to the point where you begin 
to feel hopeless. Feeling depressed when faced with such a problem is 
understandable.  
 
 
Even if your depression is not linked to a problem, you will 
probably find that your depression makes it hard for you to solve 
problems, which have come up in your life since you felt 
depressed. 
 
 
One of the reasons why a depressed person finds solving problems difficult is 
that depression interferes with their ability to think clearly and with their 
motivation. The depressed person has a tendency to focus on the negative 
aspect of things. Sometimes where there is grey they see only black, so 
problems can become exaggerated. Depression also interferes with the 
person’s energy levels. As a result, it is hard for them to concentrate or 
remember; their thinking may be vague and slow. Depression makes them 
think that, whatever solution they try, it won’t work out. 
 
 

Because thinking also takes away some of their motivation, 
they may not feel like trying to solve the problem or they find 
the problem so big they don’t know where to start. So they feel 
like they have hit a brick wall. 
 

 
Under these circumstances it is not hard to see why the person may begin to 
feel trapped and inadequate. They may also often feel guilty because they 
feel a burden to their family and friends. Life, to the depressed person, often 
seems out of control. Worry often sets in, and the person soon finds they can’t 
sleep, eat or enjoy themselves because they are constantly thinking about 
their problem. Their family and friends will try and help by telling them not to 
worry, but what can the person do instead? 
 
 
Problem solving is a constructive alternative to worry. If you are going to 
think about something then why not do it in a way that will increase the odds 
of finding a solution? 
 
 
That is why increasing your ability to solve problems will play a big part in your 
recovery. As you begin to tackle problems, you will feel better about yourself 
and feel that you are once again taking control of your life. 
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PROBLEM SOLVING: A Step by Step Approach 
 
Solving problems is a skill, which can be learned. You probably had that skill 
before you became depressed or anxious. So let’s refresh your memory. We 
will take it step by step. 
 
Step 1 
Define the Problem 
Although the problem may seem obvious, it is important to spend time trying 
to be specific about it. The more carefully we define the problem the more 
likely we are to come up with some possible solutions. If you set out with a 
vague problem, you can only expect to find a vague solution to it. After you 
have defined the problem you may wish to show it to family and friends to see 
what they think. Because you are feeling depressed or anxious, make sure 
you pick a problem which is reasonably easy to start with. Once you can 
handle an easy problem successfully, you will find that your confidence and 
motivation will increase. Once that happens you are ready to tackle more 
difficult problems. 
 
 
Step 2 
Brainstorm 
Try and think of all possible solutions. At this stage don’t worry 
about choosing a solution. Instead let your imagination run wild. 
Write down every possible solution, even if you think it is silly or not 
what you would like to do. Sometimes by opening your mind to all 
alternatives, you think of a new way of dealing with the problem, 
which you may not have thought of if you stuck to your usual way of 
thinking. Don’t be afraid to ask family and friends to contribute 
ideas. They may think of something extra. 
 
 
Step 3 
Focus on the best solutions 

 
Now look carefully at all your alternatives. Choose two or three 
ideas and examine them more closely. On a piece of paper write 
down all the advantages and disadvantages of each solution. 
Again, why not ask someone you trust to help? 
 

 
 
Step 4 
Choose a solution 
Once you have worked out the advantages and disadvantages of 2 or 3 of 
your best ideas, choose one. At this stage remind yourself that “having a go” 
is the aim of the exercise. The solution you choose doesn’t have to be perfect. 
You will have plenty of opportunity to fine tune it or even get rid of it and try 
another idea. All you are doing at this stage is trying to get a foot in the door. 
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Before you move on to the next step, have a quick look back at your problem 
definition and make sure this solution still fits the problem. 
 
 
Step 5 
Make a plan 
The next step is to organize a plan of action for carrying out your chosen 
solution. In making the plan, ask yourself these questions. What do you need 
to make this idea work? Is anyone else involved? Are you likely to come up 
against any problems in trying this idea out? How will you get around them? 
How long should you have a go for before you can decide whether you are 
getting somewhere? How will you decide whether things are improving? 
 
Now set a time for a review to see how things are going. 
 
 
Step 6 
Review 
In this step the first thing you do is congratulate yourself for giving it a go. It 
doesn’t matter how things turned out; the important thing is that instead of 
worrying you are now working towards a solution.  
 
Once you have congratulated yourself, sit down and check 
to see how things have been going. Is the problem as big 
now as it was when you started? Did your solution make 
any difference? It’s OK if the problem hasn’t gone away 
altogether. You just want to know if you should fine-tune your current solution 
or throw it out all together. 
 
Again ask your family and friends whether they see any improvements. 
 
 
Step 7 
Continue or change plan 
Decide whether you are going to continue with the solution you have been 
trying, fine tune it or choose something altogether. Set a new review date and 
continue. If you have decided to try something completely new, then go back 
to step 4 and work your way through to step 7. 
 
If your problem is solved then make sure you celebrate your win. Now you are 
ready for the next problem. This could become a good habit. Go for it! 
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PROBLEM SOLVING WORKSHEET 
 
 
Step 1 
Define the problem 
 
What is the problem? Try and be specific.  
 
  
______________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________  
 
Step 2 
Brainstorm 
 
List all possible solutions.  
Don’t worry at this stage how realistic they are. Just use your imagination. 
 
1. ___________________________________________________________ 
 
2. ___________________________________________________________ 
 
3. ___________________________________________________________ 
 
4. ___________________________________________________________ 
 
5. ___________________________________________________________ 
 
6. ___________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Step 3 
Focus on the best solutions 
 
Choose two or three ideas and work out the advantages and disadvantages of 
each. 
 

Idea Advantages Disadvantages 
1.  
 
 

  

2.  
 
 

  

3.  
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Step 4 
Choose a solution 
Choose the best or most practical solution. 
 
I’m going to have a go at: 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
 
Step 5 
Make a plan 
List what you will need to make this work. Work out what obstacles might get 
in the way and who else might be involved. 
 
1.  
 
2.  
 
3.  
 
Decide when you will review the plan. 
 
My review date is: ________________. 
 
 
Step 6 
Review 
Congratulate yourself for trying! 

How did you go? Work out if the problem is as big as it was before. 
Did the solution make any difference? Do you need more time or to 
make small changes to what you are trying? Do you need to try 
something else? 

 

 

 
 
Step 7 
Continue or change plan 
Decide whether to continue with your plan or try something new. 
 
 
My new plan is: ………………………………………………………………….. 
 
 
If your problem is solved then make sure you celebrate! 
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