Overcoming depression 

Sarah Chunys first experienced signs of depression at age 11, and attempted suicide at age 17. Since recovering from her suicide attempt and receiving intense treatment for her depression, Sarah has been advocating in the community on mental health issues. She is the national ambassador for Ybblue – the youth arm of the beyondblue initiative aimed at 12- to 25-year-olds, whose goal is to encourage depressed teenagers to seek help. This is part of Sarah's story (some excerpts reprinted from the article "Puberty Blues: Think Depression is an Adults-Only disease? Think Again" in Reader's Digest February 2004). 
GROWING UP in Alice Springs I'd always been a fairly happy-golucky child, and especially enjoyed athletics at school. But around the age of 11, something changed. I became overwhelmed by a sense of despair I couldn't explain. Life felt empty and flat, despite the fact that a lot of good things were happening to me. My external world didn't match my internal feelings. 

Over the next two years I began acting up at school and my grades slipped. But I told no one about my inner turmoil. As it got worse I cut and burned my arms, which distracted me and made the awful feelings to away, at least for a short time. When my parents noticed my wounds I chalked them up to accidents. 

At 17, I was still swimming competitively. Despite a rigorous training schedule I was struggling to get my body fat down to the ideal percentage of an athlete. When I visited a doctor to find out why, he said that I had a condition called polycystic ovarian syndrome, and prescribed drugs to supplement my oestrogen levels.


The hormones elevated my anxiety to boiling point. Within four weeks I was contemplating suicide, and within three months had made an attempt with a pill overdose. It was only during my hospital recovery that I was correctly diagnosed with the depression that had haunted me throughout my adolescence. 

I've since discovered that my case is not unusual. In a national mentalhealth survey commissioned by the federal government, as many as one in five young people – 100,000 kids nationwide – reported that at some point they had experienced symptoms of depression. The survey also revealed that up to five per cent of teenagers have severe symptoms of clinical depression. 

According to Dr Jane Burns, senior program manager of beyond-blue, a national depression initiative funded by the federal and state governments, this illness appears to be increasing among teenagers. Factors like soaring divorce rates and rising academic pressures can push kids to the brink. According to Burns, "The result is that for many teen-agers, adolescence is no longer just a moody period where they pop out well-adjusted on the other side. They can suffer the same chronic depres-sion once considered an adult illness." 

The effects can be devastating. Studies show depressed young people are more likely to fail at school, become promiscuous, and abuse alcohol or drugs. In extreme cases, someone can sink into a depression deep enough to commit suicide, currently the second leading cause of death after motor vehicle accidents among 15- to 25-year-olds. 

But there's good news. Teenagers diagnosed with depression have an excellent change of recovery – even better than most adults with the condition. Why? As Burns explains, "With each episode of `depression, negative thought processes become more and more entrenched, so that by adulthood they can be very hard to shake. But adolescents more readily learn the cognitive tools to help them battle depression." 

Treatment typically involves up to 12 sessions of cognitivebehaviour therapy, in which teenagers talk with a therapist about sources of stress and coping strategies. In cases where a nondrug approach has failed, they may also be described antidepresants. 

Preventing depression is far easier than treating it. That's why, in the past five years, secondary schools have started to include antidepression programs in the curricula. The aim is to raise awareness about the illness within the school community and to teach the students coping strategies. 

Sarah agrees this is the best way to tackle the problem of teenage depression, and as a young person who has successfully learnt to live with and manage her depression Sarah has been a strong voice in the community. She has been actively involved with MHACA, and helped to coordinate and facilitate Mental Health Week in October 2003. 

As the national ambassador for Ybblue Sarah continues to work towards reducing the stigma associated with mental illness and to encourage depressed teenagers to seek help.  

In July 2003 Sarah won the Young Northern Territorian of the Year Award for her advocacy work regarding mental illness and young people. On 26 January 2004 she flew to Canberra to receive the prestigious Young Australian of the Year Award 2004. Sarah continues to be proactively involved in the local Alice Springs community, helping to raise awareness of mental health issues.
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