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“
No matter how they look from outside – such 
as Coco Lee, she never seemed depressed 
at all on stage — they are battling an inner 
storm. What we need to do is to help them 
realize their real needs and feelings, and help 
them accept themselves.
Xu Peng
Shanghai-based psychotherapist

A waxwork of actress Marilyn Monroe 
who also suffered from anxiety and 
depression. — IC

Hong Kong singer Leslie Cheung jumped 
to his death in April 2003 after battling 
clinical depression for more than a year. 
— IC

Coco Lee, a Hong Kong-born 
American singer, died last 
week from suicide at the age 
of 48. On stage, her sunny, 
upbeat demeanor endeared 
her to fans. Off-stage, she 
battled demons. — IC

At present, medications and cogni-
tive behavior therapy are among the 
most common forms of treatment for 
the affliction.

“It felt like my body and brain just 
stop working,” said Hong Ye, a patient 
who has been in periodic treatment for 
depression for three years. “During the 
worst period, I couldn’t get out of bed. 
I didn’t bother getting up to wash or 
eat. I immersed myself in thoughts of 
self-pity and regret.”

Medication has put Hong half way 
to recovery, but she said she still feels 
that she’s “not fully herself.”

“I’m a mechanical designer, and be-
fore I was depressed, I was efficient and 
had a quick mind,” she said. “But now, 
it seems that I’m incapable of doing 
complicated work or multi-tasking 
like before. I am often absent-minded. 
I don’t know if it’s because I’m not fully 
recovered or because of the side effects 
of the medication. But overall, I am bet-
ter than before.”

Shanghai-based psychotherapist Xu 
Peng, who specializes in the relation-
ship between mental health and the 
organization of daily life, described 
depression as a status of self-attack 

and self-obsession.
“The main cause of depression is that 

patients are used to neglecting their 
own feelings and do not accept their 
real needs,” he told Shanghai Daily. “So 
they attack themselves mentally as not 
good enough, not strong enough.”

He added, “No matter how they look 
from outside — such as Coco Lee, she 
never seemed depressed at all on stage 
— they are battling an inner storm. 
What we need to do is to help them 
realize their real needs and feelings, 
and help them accept themselves.”

The case of Japanese tennis player 
Naomi Osaka is another case in point.

In 2021, Osaka withdrew from the 
French Open, admitting that she had 
been struggling with depression for 
three years.

“Though the tennis press has always 
been kind to me, I am not a natural 
public speaker, and I suffer huge waves 
of anxiety when I have to speak to the 
world’s media,” she wrote in a state-
ment. “I get really nervous and find it 
stressful. So here in Paris I was already 
feeling vulnerable and anxious, so I 
thought it was better to exercise self-
care and skip the press conferences.”

Later, her sponsors and other athletes 
praised her courage in coming forth to 
talk about her mental health issues.

Although it is widely reported that 
long-term depression may lead to other 
major diseases, such as heart and 
brain blood-vessel problems, depres-
sion is still very misunderstood and 
undertreated. According to the report, 
around half of patients are not receiv-
ing proper treatment.

The situation in China is more 
concerning.

In 2021, Professor Huang Yueqin with 
Peking University Sixth Hospital, one 
of the leading psychiatric hospitals in 
China, issued a report in The Lancet 
Psychiatry, saying that only about 10 
percent of clinically depressed patients 
in China were diagnosed and treated.

“There are still some discriminatory 
attitudes toward mental health,” Xu 
said. “For example, some patients hesi-
tate to seek help because they worry 
that their diagnosis might affect their 
jobs. Some schools don’t protect their 
students’ privacy very well, so students 
suffering mental problems choose to 
keep it to themselves.”

Then, too, sufferers cope with a long 
tradition of families who sweep such 
issues under the rug amid a belief that 
mental conditions carry shame. But 

progress is being made, step by step.
“Now young people around 30 are 

more open about mental health issues 
and not afraid to talk about their prob-
lems,” Xu said. “This is a good start.”

Feng said his clinic also is getting 
busier. Parents bring in children with 
mood swings, and often the parents 
are diagnosed with problems as well. 
Seniors, including many who live alone 
with family far away, find the clinic 
helpful and often come on the recom-
mendation of neighbors.

“We now use many online platforms, 
such as WeChat, short-video platforms 
and livestreaming, to educate the pub-
lic about mental health,” he said. “In 
Shanghai, knowing is the first step of 
understanding.”

So what’s the best course of action if a 
friend or family member needs help?

Feng says the first step it to closely 
watch for behavioral changes.

“If a diligent person suddenly 
becomes lazy for no reason, or an ex-
trovert becomes isolationist and isn’t 
willing to go out, or a rigorous per-
son becomes absent-minded and often 
makes simple mistakes, then we might 
suggest they seek professional help,” 
Feng said.

Most of all, compassion and under-
standing are needed.


