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People wit h amyotro phic 
lateral sclerosis (ALS) face 
ongoing ch anges and lo sses 
as th e di sease prog resses, 
resulting in un-avoidable grief 
and d epression.  Struck by 
shock and d isbelief at first, 
awareness o f losses ev en-
tually becomes a rea lity.  
Some p ersons are  
overwhelmed by thou ghts 
that life will  never be  the 
same, thoughts that may lead 
to hopel essness, 
helplessness and despair. 
 
Grief an d depressio n are 
normal reactions to functi ons 
that are  pe rmanently lo st.  
Each new lo ss is  us ually 
experienced as a f irst.  
Sadness and  crying  
commonly follow a wareness 
of cha nges.  Although A LS 
individuals may perceive that 
crying i s a loss of co ntrol or 
weakness, cr ying is  a 
therapeutic strategy, an  
important em otional release. 
Grieving allo ws one to "let 
go" of what can no longer be.  
Lingering grief  and  
depression, ho wever, ca n 
lead to ch ronic sorrow, a  
pervasive sadness that never 
goes away. 
 
Because de pression can 
slow bod y movement, 
producing fat igue (simila r to  
symptoms of ALS), sign s of 
depression may be 
overlooked.  If undete cted, 
depression will rem ain un-
managed, compounding life's 
misery.  Furthe rmore, 
depression is like  a 

contagious d isease, in fecting 
an entire h ousehold.  By 
recognizing sig ns of 
depression, strategies can be 
implemented for alleviat ing 
unbearable g rief, en-h ancing 
the ability to adapt to losses. 
 
Common signs of 
depression include: loss of 
energy, disinte rest in 
activities, la ck of  de sire to 
interact with family and 
friends, wish ing not to be 
bothered, crying spells, 
slowed think ing, forget-
fulness, difficulty 
concentrating and ma king 
decisions, sle ep distur-
bances, unkempt appearance 
and loss of appetite. 
 
Signs of severe depression 
include: staring i nto sp ace 
for long periods, no desire to 
do a nything, com municating 
only to answer a que stion, 
poor con centration or 
memory, confusion, refusal to 
eat, weight  loss, g astric 
disturbances, difficulty 
sleeping or exce ssive sl eep, 
feeling that there is no reason 
to go on livi ng a nd th oughts 
of suicide. 
 

STRATEGIES FOR 
MANAGING DEPRESSION 

1. Express your 
feelings. Tal king 
about lo sses is ve ry 
important in working 
through grie f 
precipitated by loss. 
If speech is impaired, 
find an  effective 
means of 
communication. 
 

2. Focus on your 
abilities rather than 
your dis-abilities. 
Use assistive devices 
to enhan ce mo-bility. 
Do not resist a                    
wheelchair if need ed. 
Modify     your  home    
en-  
vironment for ea sier 
accessibility. 
 

3. Set new goals 
which are 
achievable.  
Maintain a purpose in 
living, desp ite 
physical li mitations. 
 

4. Have something to 
do and to look 
forward to 
everyday. Keep yo ur 
mind bu sy. Plan for 
pleasurable 
experiences and  
achieve-ments. 
 

5. Maintain social 
inter-action with 
others. Avoi d 
loneliness. Plan 
enjoyable activities 
with family or friends . 
Find acce ssible 
methods for leaving  
your h ome, going in  
and o ut o f your 
vehicle, and  visiting 
others. If tra veling i s 
difficult, encou rage 
family and friend s to 
visit with you at 
home. 
 

6. Maintain control of 
your life and 
decision-making. 
Being in  cont rol 
reduces fe elings of 
powerlessness a nd 
helps to prevent  
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giving up. 
 

7. Strive to maintain a 
positive self-
concept. Getting 
dressed d aily and 
looking o ne's b est 
can hel p p eople to  
overcome a negative 
self-image. 
 

8. Seek spiritual care. 
Faith in  God, 
scriptural me d-itation 
and prayer provide  
peace of mind, joy 
and ho pe for 
tomorrow, de spite 
trials and tribulations.  

 

Signs of  unre solved 
depression may warrant 
treatment o r professional 
counseling.  Se ek he lp if 
needed.  B y unde rstanding 
strategies th at may assi st in 
adjusting to loss, people with 
ALS may help overco me 
agonizing grief  and  
depression.  The goal is to 
change fro m focu sing on 
what wa s lo st in the past to  
focusing on what i s h ere to 
enjoy now and the da ys 
ahead. 
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