
FAQ on mental health 
 
Everyone feels down or sad from time to time. What is the difference between 
"normal" sadness and a "real" depression? 
An essential difference is that people with depression are permanently depressed and can 
no longer enjoy positive things, i.e. the mood does not lighten up when a pleasant event 
occurs. 
In terms of time, experts speak of depression when complaints such as sadness, lethargy 
and reduced energy last for at least two weeks. 
 
How do I diagnose a depression? 
The diagnosis must be made by a specialist. There are short "self-tests", such as the 
WHO 5 screening test for well-being (https://www.thieme.de/de/thieme-
telecare/135781.htm) published by the World Health Organization, which can indicate 
depression. However, such a test does not replace extensive medical diagnosis by a spe-
cialist. The diagnosis includes a detailed survey of the symptoms and life situation as well 
as previous illnesses and a physical examination. Some neurological or internistic diseas-
es (e.g. thyroid diseases) can cause depressive symptoms.  
 
Can everyone get a mental illness such as depression or an anxiety disorder? 
Whether a mental illness such as depression or an anxiety disorder occurs depends on 
many different factors, such as biological factors (e.g. hereditary factors), certain per-
sonality factors (e.g. a high level of expectations of oneself) and environmental factors. 
Basically, a depression can happen to any one of us. 
 
What can I do if I feel depressed? 
In any case you should definitely see a doctor. The sooner a depression is diagnosed, the 
better it is for the treatment and its course. 
 
Who can I turn to if I feel mentally ill? 
A good first point of contact is your general practitioner, who can make an initial assess-
ment. They can then take further steps in case of suspicion and refer you to specialists. 
We have also set up contact points for students in psychological crisis at the Heinrich 
Heine University in Düsseldorf. You can find contact persons under  
http://www.medizin.hhu.de/studium-und-lehre/umgang-mit-stress-und-krisen.html 
and under 
https://www.uni-duesseldorf.de/home/studium-und-lehre-an-der-
hhu/studium/studienberatung2/beratung-fuer-studierende/content-studienberatung-
wp/studienberatungsportal/psychologische-beratung/weitere-ansprechpartnerinnen.html 
In addition, the Social Psychiatric Service of the City of Düsseldorf also offers help and 
advice: 
https://www.duesseldorf.de/gesundheitsamt/psychische-erkrankungen/spdi.html 
 
Is depression curable, i.e. can one recover completely? 
A depression is very well treatable. It is true that people who have already suffered a 
depressive episode have a slightly increased risk of having another depressive episode. 
But this risk can be limited well with adequate therapy. It is important to identify and 
reduce risk factors and conditions for depression (e.g. chronic lack of sleep or prolonged 
excessive demands). 
 
How do I find a psychotherapist? 



You can search for practice addresses, for example, in the Phone book, on the websites 
of the psychotherapists' chambers or the Association of Statutory Health Insurance Phy-
sicians. You can also call your health insurance company and ask for contact addresses.  
In addition, there are the appointment service centres of the Kassenärztliche Vereinigung 
for each federal state. You can call them and ask them to arrange an initial interview for 
a psychotherapy. 
Especially psychotherapists who are licensed to work with health insurance companies 
have long waiting lists and times. However, there are also psychotherapists without a 
health insurance licence who are less overcrowded, but for whom reimbursement can be 
problematic.  
There is a so-called cost reimbursement procedure for this. You should check with your 
health insurance company in advance whether this is an option for you. 
(https://www.therapie.de/psyche/info/fragen/wichtigste-fragen/psychotherapie-
kostenerstattung/) 
On the website of the Federal Chamber of Psychotherapists you can find more detailed 
information on how to find a psychotherapist: 
https://www.bptk.de/wp-
content/uploads/2019/09/bptk_patientenbroschuere_wegezurpsychotherapie_web-09-
2019.pdf 
 
Can antidepressants change my personality? 
No, on the contrary: antidepressants can help to restore the "normal state of being" as it 
was before the depression. 
 
Can I get addicted to antidepressants? 
No, antidepressants are not addictive. Although there are psychopharmaceuticals, the so-
called benzodiazepines (sleeping pills and tranquillisers), which have a potential for de-
pendence if taken regularly for a long time, antidepressants do not belong to this group. 
Especially the newer antidepressants are usually well tolerated and have few side effects.  
 
Does the herbal preparation St. John's wort help with depression? 
It is possible that the herbal preparation St. John's wort helps with mild and moderate 
depression. However, no efficacy has been proven for severe depression. St. John's wort 
must also be taken in adequate doses and although it is considered to be well tolerated, 
it is not free of side effects and especially of interactions with other preparations (e.g. 
reducing the effect of the contraceptive pill). 
 
What is meant by burnout? 
The term "burnout" is used for psychological complaints such as persistent exhaustion, 
lack of energy, fatigue, frustration, subjectively reduced performance and cynicism, 
which occur in connection with a very high workload. However, burnout is not a mental 
illness, but rather a state of risk of developing a mental or even physical illness if the 
strain continues. A burnout can therefore turn into depression or another illness.  
 
How can I tell if someone is suicidal? 
Basically, every statement to want to end life or to think about it must be taken serious-
ly. 
Suicidal tendencies can always be assessed through a conversation, through direct, val-
ue-neutral and empathetic questioning (e.g. "Have you recently thought about taking 
your life?"). Some people are afraid that the demand will give the person concerned "the 



idea". However, this is not the case. On the contrary, affected people often feel relieved 
by the conversation, and it opens up the possibility of providing help.  
 
Where can I get help if I believe that someone is suicidal? 
Suicidality is always an emergency and the person concerned should be immediately re-
ferred to a doctor (e.g. a family doctor or a specialist in psychiatry and psychotherapy) or 
to a clinic. Outside office hours, you and the person concerned can go to an emergency 
clinic. Otherwise, you can also contact the medical on-call service on 116 117. In acute 
cases do not hesitate to call the fire brigade (112) or the police (110). 
 
Emergency numbers 
Police 110, Fire department 112. 
 
 
Nationwide telephone number for the medical on-call service (free of charge): 
116 117 (without area code) 
 
The counselling service is available in Germany at 
Tel.: 08 00/1 11 01 11 or 08 00/1 11 02 22 
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