
Overcoming health anxiety
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normal facets of human experience. However, when health 
professionals talk of depression, they are using the term in a 
different way. They are referring to a condition that is dif-
ferent from the normal ups and downs of everyday life. This 
is the type of depression we will be discussing: it is more 
painful than a normal low, lasts longer and interferes with 
life in all sorts of ways.

Have I got depression? 

So how can you tell if you are experiencing depression or 
just going through a period of feeling low? Depression can 
only be diagnosed by a health professional, but to meet the 
criteria for a diagnosis you must have been feeling persis-
tently down or lost your ability to enjoy your normal pleas-
ures or interests for at least two weeks. In addition, you 
should have at least two to four of the following symptoms 
persistently. Tick off how many of the following symptoms 
of depression you’ve experienced in the past week.

CHECKLIST OF SYMPTOMS

Significant weight loss (not because of dieting) or 
weight gain

A decrease or increase in appetite

Difficulty sleeping or sleeping excessively

Feelings of agitation or irritability
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What is health anxiety and how can it be overcome?
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Tiredness or loss of energy

Ideas of worthlessness or excessive or inappropriate guilt

Reduced ability to concentrate or pay attention

Reduced self-esteem and self-confidence

A bleak and pessimistic view of the future

Suicidal thoughts or attempts

If you are suffering from depression, then your symptoms 
will be sufficiently distressing to handicap your day-to-day 
life. Depression is common and about six out of a hundred 
people have depression. Your lowered mood will vary little 
from day to day and will not usually change even if your 
circumstances do. However, it’s not unusual for people who 
have depression to find that their mood is worse in the morn-
ing. Individuals’ experience of depression varies enormously, 
especially among adolescents. In some cases, you may feel 
more anxious or agitated than depressed, or your depression 
may be masked by irritability, excessive use of alcohol or a 
preoccupation with your health. Very rarely, people with 
health anxiety and severe depression may experience delu-
sions of nihilism – for example, they become convinced that 
their body is rotting, that they are already dead or that they 
have parasites living under their skin. 

Depression nearly always occurs after the onset of health 
anxiety, suggesting that it is a result of the impact it has on 
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