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physical or bodily function problem to rule out physical causes before 
psychological reasons are explored.  
Under no circumstances should any person stop taking prescribed 
medication without fully qualified medical supervision.  
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Introduction 

Depression and anxiety are sets of mood symptoms that make up 

psychological conditions and describe the emotions a person is feeling and 

more broadly, what they are experiencing.  These two states often co-

occur, meaning that individuals experience depression and anxiety in 

tandem. There are many reasons why you may be experiencing these 

mood states; the list of reasons is enormous and could not possibly be 

conceptualized or simplified enough to be covered in this book.  Some 

individuals have a genetic loading (meaning, a genetic predisposition) to 

experiencing depression or anxiety, while others’ symptoms are related 

more to their circumstances.  

The birth of a child can lead to baby blues in the immediate (two weeks 

after birth) postpartum phase, and the ongoing mental and emotional 

adjustment to parenthood can result in postpartum depression and/or 

anxiety. Another reason you may be experiencing depression and anxiety is 

due to trauma: after enduring a traumatic experience, such as a traumatic 

birth, it is common for depression and anxiety symptoms to occur.   

  

Dr. Elyssa | mamaful | www.doctorelyssa.com | Copyright © 2020 | Page   	5
  



 

When a person experiences a trauma-reaction, such as acute stress 

disorder or PTSD, depression and anxiety are likely to be present.  In fact, 

these two overlapping symptom sets are the core components (along with 

hyperarousal) of a trauma reaction.   

This is what we call the “bad neighbors.”  They can function on their own, 

can impact one another, and can be a nuisance, but this important part 

remains: they can go away on their own or you can move (i.e., change your 

circumstances and get rid of those bad neighbors). 

Trauma

DepressionAnxiety
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If you are experiencing depression or anxiety, whether it is due to hormonal 

changes, a loss, a fight with a loved one, adjusting to motherhood, losing a 

job, or a trauma, not only are you affected, but so is your primary intimate 

relationship. 
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Depression 
What is Depression? 

Simply put, depression is a mood state.  In this state, a person typically 

feels sad and may also feel physically tired. Those who observe the 

depressed person may describe them as “distant,” “lazy,” “tired,” “grouchy,” 

or “unhappy. “ 
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Common symptoms of depression include:
• Feeling sad, down, or “blue” for most of the day and nearly every 

day, for at least two weeks
• Reduced or increased appetite, which may result in weight loss or 

gain
• Reduced interest in previously enjoyed activities
• Decreased motivation
• Difficulty concentrating or making decisions
• Feeling numb or disconnected from your baby/children
• Feeling worthless or hopeless
• Difficulty falling and/or staying asleep
• Feeling tired and having no energy
• Feeling inadequate & doubting your ability to care for your child



Who is Affected? 

Depression is more common than one might think – in fact, according to 

the Anxiety and Depression Association of America, approximately 6.7 

percent of the United States population over age 18 is affected by 

depression.  Depression is the leading cause of disability for Americans 

ages 15 to 44.3.   

Postpartum depression, in particular, impacts one in seven women in the 

year following giving birth.  

The fact of the matter is, you are human and all humans experience 

depression from time to time.  For some individuals, depression can be 

extremely debilitating, affecting your ability to work or perform in school, 

stay engaged in relationships, and care for your baby or children. 

Depression may also interfere with goal-directed behavior and decrease 

general feelings of well being.  
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Anxiety 

What is Anxiety? 

Anxiety is one of the most common and most reported mental health 

concerns. Anxiety disorders include Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, Panic 

Disorder, Social Anxiety, Specific Phobias, Agoraphobia, Generalized 

Anxiety, and Separation Anxiety. 

Who is Affected? 

Almost one-third of adults will have experienced an anxiety disorder at 

some point in their lifetime.  Anxiety can interfere with a person’s ability to 

do the things they most want in life, whether it’s making more friends, going 

after an ambitious goal, becoming more active, being independent, or 

simply living a life free of constant worry. 

In motherhood, anxiety disorders such as panic disorder, generalized 

anxiety disorder, and obsessive compulsive disorder appear to be as 

commonly occurring as postpartum depression and often occurs alongside 

depression. 

Without intervention or treatment, anxiety disorders can last many years 
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and even a lifetime. Thankfully, however, a lifetime of struggling with 

anxiety is not necessary.  This class of disorders has some of the 

most effective psychological treatments available. Exposure-based 

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy has consistently shown to be the gold 

standard in treatments for anxiety disorders in general, often just as 

effective as only taking psychiatric medications (which are a band-aid, and 

not a long-term solution). 

Types of Anxiety Disorders 

Generalized Anxiety Disorder 

Individuals with Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD) feel persistently 

worried or anxious about a variety of events or activities in their daily lives, 

and have difficulty controlling or stopping worry. They may worry greatly 

about small things (e.g., being on time or running errands), their children 

(health, development, sleep, etc.), work or school, money, their 

relationships with others, their own health or the health of others, and/or 

things going on in the world around them. People with GAD may describe 

themselves as “worry warts” and likely have often had others tell them that 

they worry too much. 

  

Dr. Elyssa | mamaful | www.doctorelyssa.com | Copyright © 2020 | Page   	11
  



In addition to feeling worried often, individuals with GAD can experience 

symptoms such as restlessness, feeling on edge or keyed up, being easily 

tired, difficulty concentrating, irritability, muscle tension, and sleep 

difficulties. 

Social Anxiety or Social Phobia 

A person with social phobia feels anxious or nervous in one or more social 

situations. While many people may feel anxious at times in some social 

situations, those with social phobia feel strong anxiety that is enduring and 

often gets in the way of them doing things they want to do, especially when 

they avoid social situations that cause them to feel uncomfortable. 

Panic Disorder 

The core symptom of panic disorder is the panic attack, an overwhelming 

combination of physical and psychological distress.  Because symptoms of 

Panic Disorder are so severe, many people with Panic Disorder believe 

they are having a heart attack or another life-threatening disorder.   
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Specific Phobias 

Specific Phobia is when a person experiences intense fear as a reaction to 

an object or situation.  Common specific phobias include fear of blood or 

needles, fear of enclosed places, and fear of flying, though fear of spiders, 

fear of snakes, and fears of heights are the most common specific phobias.  

While many people report being very afraid of certain situations or things, 

they may not be bothered by their fear or it may not stop them from doing 

things because they may not be faced with the feared situation or object.  
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During a panic attack several of these symptoms occur in combination: 

• Pounding heart or chest pain

• Sweating, trembling, shaking

• Shortness of breath, sensation of choking

• Nausea or abdominal pain

• Dizziness or lightheadedness

• Feeling unreal or disconnected

• Fear of losing control, “going crazy,“ or dying

• Numbness



For example, a man who lives in New York City and fears snakes may not 

be very concerned and his fear likely does not get in the way of him doing 

things he needs and wants to do.  In such a case, the fear would not 

necessarily be considered a Specific Phobia and he probably would not 

have a need for treatment.  The key component is whether the fear causes 

interruptions in one’s life, such as avoiding specific places, situations, or 

objects. 
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Psychological Trauma 

What is Trauma? 

“Trauma” is a commonly used word that individuals’ often use to convey 

their emotional experience of a highly stressful and shocking event.  While 

traumatic events are incredibly stressful and shocking, they become 

“trauma” when a person’s ability to cope is compromised.  This often 

happens in response to events that are perceived as life or body 

threatening or after witnessing another person’s life be threatened or taken 

in a violent or shocking way.  

Psychological trauma often relies on a person’s subjective experience of an 

event, and to what extent they believe their life, bodily integrity, or 

psychological well-being was threatened.  A person who experiences a 

trauma may react with intense fear, horror, numbness, or helplessness.  

Reactions to trauma vary greatly, from a mild reaction with only minimal 

interruptions in one’s daily life, to reactions that are more severe and 

debilitating. 
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The label "birth trauma" has been defined as a shorthand name for post-

traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) after going through childbirth. However, 

it is often used for women who do not meet the criteria for a full PTSD 

diagnosis but have symptoms of PTSD. 

Jon Allen, a psychologist at the Menninger Clinic in Houston, Texas, and 

author of Coping with Trauma: A Guide to Self-Understanding (1995) notes 

there are two components to a traumatic experience: the objective and the 

subjective: 

“It is the subjective experience of the objective events that constitutes 

the trauma.  The more you believe you are endangered, the more 

traumatized you will be.  Psychologically, the bottom line of trauma is 

overwhelming emotion and a feeling of utter helplessness. There may 

or may not be bodily injury, but psychological trauma is coupled with 

physiological upheaval that plays a leading role in the long-range 

effects” (p.14). 

Common post-traumatic reactions include Acute Stress Disorder, PTSD, 

Dissociative Disorders, or Unspecified Stressor Disorder (which simply 

refers to the psychological experience of a person who has experienced 
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trauma but does not meet diagnostic criteria for PTSD).  Depression, 

anxiety, relationship difficulties, and problems with irritability or anger are all 

common co-occurring problems. 

Birth Trauma Experiences 

Since trauma is a subjective experience, a traumatic birth occurs when you 

experience intense fear that you or your baby are going to die. This can 

include, but is not limited to: 

• Births where the mom experienced significant blood loss 

• Emergency caesarean, after the baby's heart rate suddenly drops 

• Forceps birth 

• Extreme or intense pain 

• Stillbirth 

• Escalated medical intervention to save the baby or mom 

• Baby born with a disability as a result of traumatic birth 

• Unexpected, or early, delivery of the baby 

• Baby admitted into the special care baby unit or neonatal intensive 

care unit 
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Core Symptoms of Birth Trauma 

After experiencing a traumatic childbirth, you may experience symptoms of 

a post-trauma response. These can include: 

• Intrusive (i.e., unwanted and repeated) memories or dream/

nightmares of the bothersome/stressful event(s), and likely attempts 

to distract yourself or avoid thinking about it  

• Avoiding people, places, conversations, activities, objects, or 

situations that remind of the event(s) — this could include driving by 

the hospital where you gave birth, looking at photos from the hospital, 

etc. 

• Changes in mood (including depression, anxiety, anger) 

• Physiological response when reminded of the event(s) — (e.g., heart 

racing, sweating, difficulty breathing) 

• Difficulty remembering parts of the experience 

• Overly negative beliefs about yourself, others, and the world (and 

especially in the areas of safety, trust, intimacy, power/control, and 

esteem) 

• Blaming yourself or someone else for what happened 
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• Feeling hypervigilant (e.g., constantly alert and jumpy). You may 

worry that something terrible could happen to your baby. 

Single Incident vs. Complex Trauma 

Single incident trauma is an event that is often unexpected, or occurs out of 

the blue and that only happens once.  Examples of single-incident trauma 

include an accident (e.g., car or plane accident, chemical spill, etc.), a 

traumatic birth of a child, natural disaster (e.g., hurricane, tornado, flood, 

earthquakes, etc.), or witnessing an act of violence (e.g., robbery, rape, 

homicide, etc.).  As traumatic as single-incident events can be, the most 

serious and debilitating traumas are repeated and prolonged, and can 

occur for years of a person’s life. 

Complex trauma is trauma that occurs continuously, frequently, and likely 

increases over time.  Examples of complex trauma include ongoing 

physical or sexual abuse, domestic violence, community violence, or war. 

The psychological effects of trauma are more likely to be severe when the 

trauma is man-made (caused by humans), occurs in childhood, perpetrated 
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by a caregiver, repeated, occurs without choice (as is often the case for 

combat veterans/active duty personnel), sadistic, and unpredictable.  

Traumatic reactions develop as a result of the individual’s instinctive, self-

protecting, and coping strategies that are used to shield themselves from 

psychic harm at the time of the event. However, as these strategies 

instinctively persist, they significantly interfere with the person’s quality of 

life and ability to live the life they want.   

Trauma can have long lasting effects on all aspects of your life, whether 

you remember the trauma or not. You might experience medical 

complications, physical symptoms such as tension or difficulty sleeping, 

and emotional symptoms such as anxiety, fearfulness, depression or 

shame. You may also find yourself avoiding situations that remind you of 

the trauma. You might numb or soothe yourself with food, alcohol, sex or 

other substances and may not even know why.   

Finally, trauma does not necessarily mean one has PTSD, but they can still 

benefit from treatment aimed to reduce symptoms that are interfering with 

their quality of life. 
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Treatment can also help prevent the onset or continuation of other 

problems, such as depression, anxiety, substance abuse, relationship 

stress, or difficulties with anger.  Trauma-focused therapy can help you 

restore life to its rightful place, even if you are forever changed by what you 

have experienced.  Psychotherapy is the most effective form of treatment 

for healing from the effects of trauma. 

Is My Experience Considered Trauma? 

A question I am commonly asked in my clinical private practice is “Is my 

experience considered trauma?”  Most individuals are skilled at describing 

their symptoms and problems.  However, unless experienced with 

psychotherapy or educated at some point by a professional, most people 

are unaware of what constitutes a trauma/traumatic experience.  Further, 

the experience(s) may be the driving force behind their problems.  Most 

individuals who have experienced a trauma do not seek help because they 

are unaware that 1) their problems are related to a traumatic event; and 2) 

that there are evidence-based (meaning, treatments that are highly 

effective) therapies available that can help to significantly reduce or 
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eliminate trauma-induced psychological problems. Trauma in and of itself 

relies on a person’s subjective experience of an event and to what extent 

they believe their life, bodily integrity, or psychological well-being was 

threatened. 
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The Impact on You 

Each of these mood difficulties can have a significant impact on your ability 

to function and perform necessary daily tasks.  Your level of functioning is a 

key factor in determining to what extent you are impacted by your 

emotional and circumstantial difficulties.  While at times it is easy to 

overlook the impact of your thoughts and mood on your life, which typically 

includes your relationships, and school or work functioning, prolonged 

periods of distress can lead to significant impairment.   

There is no reason to suffer in silence.  Many effective treatments are 

available that can help you with problem solving, improving your mood, and 

living the life you want.   

Some indications you may need to address a mood-related problem (such 

as depression, anxiety, or trauma) include: 

• Friend, family member, colleague, or supervisor has said 

something to you  

• Changes in school performance and/or earning poor grades 
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• Changes in work performance, including frequent tardiness, not 

completing tasks, negative performance reviews, negative 

feedback from supervisor or colleagues,  

• Distancing yourself from others 

• Self-doubt about your parenting or other abilities 

• Losing touch with loved ones 

• Changes in memory resulting in forgetfulness and not completing 

tasks 

• Changes in sleep including difficulty falling or staying asleep, or 

sleeping too much 

• Low interest in activities 

• Feeling detached from partner, baby/children, or friends 

• Reduced energy levels 

• Persistent thinking about, or dwelling on, the way things “were” 

• Constant worry or rumination 
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The Impact on Your Relationship 

These “Bad Neighbors” (depression, anxiety, and trauma) often inter-mix to 

have a significant impact on intimate relationships.  Many couples in an 

intimate relationship seek psychological treatment as a result of 

depression, anxiety, and sometimes trauma.  When you are close with 

another person who is sharing your physical space and connecting with 

you on a mental and emotional level, it is nearly impossible for the 

relationship to be unaffected.  

 

You may be reading this as (1) the individual struggling with mood 

difficulties, or as (2) the partner of someone who is feeling depressed or 

The	"Couple"	
-	Intimate	
Relationship	
Difficulties

Trauma

Depression

Anxiety
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anxious or whom you know has experienced a traumatic experience.  

Either way, it is likely your relationship has been impacted.  Some signs 

that your relationship is being affected by depression, anxiety, or trauma 

include: 

• You or your partner have put up an “emotional wall” 

• You are spending more time apart 

• You or your partner feel uneasy around one another 

• You or your partner have looked, or perhaps moved, outside of the 

relationship for intimacy (whether that is emotional, physical, or 

sexual intimacy) 

• You or your partner are feeling more irritable  

• You and your partner are arguing more frequently 

• You and your partner seem disconnected 
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11 Strategies for Improving Your Mood in the Moment 

1. Take a deep breath. Your body has a built-in stress reliever: deep 

breathing.  Deep-breathing is not only relaxing, but has been 

scientifically-proven to help bring your body back to “neutral” by 

calming the heart, the brain, digestion, and the immune system.  It 

will allow you to think more clearly and feel calmer. 

2. Acknowledge your thoughts. By doing so, you can figure out what 

is bothering you.  You can also then rationalize your thoughts, 

develop a plan of action, or (perhaps better) not give them your 

energy!  

3. Acknowledge your feelings.  Studies have found that the process of 

simply labeling how you are feeling has an immediate effect of 

reducing the physiological intensity of the emotion.  Also, similar to 

number two, by acknowledging your feelings, you are then able to 

problem-solve. 

4. Talk about it. Sometimes we just need to talk things through.  This 

can bring clarity about the situation, calm your emotions, and perhaps 

yield a solution. 
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5. Write about it.  Journaling, or simply writing down your thoughts in 

the moment, can be very helpful with organizing your thoughts and 

sorting through the situation.  There is also the added benefit of 

effectively “transferring” the content from inside your mind to the 

paper, which allows you to figuratively rid yourself of the initial 

intensity of the moment. 

6. Take a break from the problem.  If you determine there is nothing 

you can immediately do to resolve the situation, walk away from it.  

Not only is focusing on a problem that is unresolveable purposeless, 

this will help you to calm down, think more clearly, and decide 

whether you want to or should address the problem later. 

7. Go for a walk or run.  Physical exercise is yet another proven (and 

natural) method of reducing depression, anxiety, and bringing couples 

closer.  This effect is heightened when walking in nature, such as the 

woods, a park, or green space, which has been found to reduce 

depression and improve mental health. 

8. Relax. Stop whatever you are doing and relax. What you find relaxing 

may be different from what your spouse or best friend finds relaxing.  

Perhaps your relaxation is reading a book, going for a walk, listening 
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to music, watching a good movie, playing with your dog, going 

shopping, getting a massage, etc.  Whatever it is, do it! 

9. Find meaning.  There is the old saying, “everything happens for a 

reason.”  Even in the worst of situations, try to find the positive, such 

as by focusing on what you are learning and where the situation is 

leading you. 

10.Take yourself on a guided imagery.  Your imagination can be all it 

takes to calm your mind.  Visualize yourself handling the situation in a 

positive manner or doing something well.  Deviate from the problem 

itself and visualize something positive, such as the classic “happy 

place.” 

11.Give yourself encouragement.  Self-talk can be the difference 

between handling a stressful situation well or not.  Statements such 

as “I am capable,” “We will figure this out,” and “I am going to make 

the most of this moment” can help you to significantly improve the 

moment.  
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