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Challenging
Depression Myths in

South African Culture



Myth 1: Black people don’t get depressed because depression is for the weak
This misconception disregards the reality that depression affects individuals across all demographics in South Africa.
Depression is not a sign of weakness but rather a complex mental disorder with specific symptoms that can
profoundly impact one’s life. In South Africa, historical and cultural factors may contribute to the stigmatisation of
mental health issues within black communities, leading to underreporting and undertreatment of depression.
However, research has shown that black South Africans experience depression at similar rates to other racial groups,
highlighting the importance of addressing this myth to ensure equitable access to mental health care and support. 

Myth 2: Depression is a choice
Contrary to the notion that depression is a voluntary state, depression often arises from a combination of biological,
psychological and environmental factors. While stressors can contribute to depressive episodes, the severity and
recurrence of depression are often beyond an individual’s control. In South Africa, socioeconomic factors such as
poverty, unemployment and inequality can exacerbate the risk of depression, making it imperative to recognise
depression as a legitimate illness requiring appropriate treatment and support rather than a matter of personal choice
or weakness.

Myth 3: Depressed individuals must toughen it up and recover without help
Expecting individuals to overcome depression through sheer will power ignores the debilitating effects of the illness.
Depression can lead to significant impairment in functioning and poses serious risks, including suicide. Seeking
professional help from psychiatrists and psychologists is crucial for effective management and recovery. In South
Africa, where mental health resources may be limited, community based interventions and support networks play a
vital role in providing assistance and reducing stigma surrounding depression. By promoting awareness and
understanding of depression as a treatable medical condition, individuals can access the help they need to reclaim
their mental well-being and lead fulfilling lives.

Myth 4: Taking pills is a quick fix for a short time
Medication is a valuable component of treatment but it is not a cure-all or the only solution. Effective treatment often
involves a combination of medication, therapy and lifestyle adjustments tailored to the individual’s needs. Recovery
from depression is a gradual process which requires patience and ongoing support. In South Africa, efforts to improve
access to mental health services, including affordable medication and culturally sensitive therapy options, are
essential for addressing the diverse needs of individuals living with depression. By emphasising the importance of
holistic and long-term approaches to treatment, individuals can receive comprehensive care that promotes sustained
well-being and resilience.

Myth 5: All depression is obvious, and depressed people know that they are depressed
Depression does not always manifest in obvious ways, and individuals may not recognise their own symptoms. Loved
ones and healthcare professionals may play a critical role in identifying changes in behaviour and mood indicative of
depression. Seeking professional assessment and diagnosis is essential for accurate recognition and treatment of
depression.  In South Africa, where mental health literacy may vary among different communities, efforts to promote
awareness and destigmatise seeking help for depression can empower individuals to seek timely support and
intervention. By fostering a culture of compassion and understanding, communities can unite to support those
affected by depression and promote mental health and well-being for all. 
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