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hard living with uncertainty, conflict and loneliness. However, 
trying to tackle everything at once can place overwhelming 
demands on you, and even the prospect of starting on such an 
enormous task can stop you in your tracks. Making changes 
often involves trial and error, persevering through setbacks and, 
at least at first, tolerating slow progress. This is made all the 
more difficult if your already limited resources are stretched 
too far. If you break down the task into more manageable steps, 
all focused on the same area, so that you can monitor your 
progress and gain a real sense of achievement, it is much more 
likely that change will happen.

Working in a focused way:

•	 gives you a clear idea of what you are trying to do;
•	 helps you to set clear and relevant goals and monitor 

progress;
•	 breaks a more complex picture into manageable chunks;
•	 helps you to target your efforts to make changes;
•	 makes it easier to tell other people what you are trying 

to do and to be specific about how they can help;
•	 helps you to understand an area of difficulty in more 

depth;
•	 helps to fit what you are trying to do to a limited period 

of time so that you do not become overwhelmed or 
exhausted;

•	 helps to clarify confusing problems to help with 
decision-making;

•	 helps you to distinguish between things you are manag-
ing or have managed and those that need more attention.

Complex difficulties have a number of common features and 
the focused approach of IPT offers a means of coping with 
them, as set out in the table below.
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Common difficulties Problem IPT response

The problem is unclear the problem is 
not understood 
or recognized 
so cannot be 
effectively 
targeted

name the specific 
interpersonal problem 
area clearly and  
identify how it is  
linked to current 
depression

Multiple competing 
goals

resources are 
pulled in many 
competing 
directions, 
undermining 
progress within 
and across  
goals

set simple goals:
•	 to reduce depression
•	 to improve 

relationships related 
to the focal area 

Large numbers of 
interrelated factors and 
decisions

confusion is 
compounded 
rather than 
resolved and the 
process stalls

examine and 
understand the links 
between two main 
factors: depression  
and the chosen  
focal area

Time considerations without an end 
point in mind it 
feels too difficult 
to start, or 
momentum is lost 
when time runs on 
endlessly

decide on a time period 
in which to complete 
the work, pace yourself 
accordingly, and review 
progress when the 
specified time period 
is over

Despite all this, you might still have some worries about 
working on your depression in this way; so in the next few 
sections we will discuss some of the most common concerns.


