
 

Michael Phelps champions the fight against
depression
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(HealthDay)—Swimmer extraordinaire Michael Phelps has won 28
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Olympic medals—23 of them gold. Yet, despite all those medals and the
accolades that came with them, Phelps has struggled with depression and
anxiety.

In 2014, it got so bad that he locked himself in his bedroom and stayed
there for days.

"During those days, I had thoughts of not wanting to be alive," Phelps
said. "The longer I stayed in my room by myself, I thought there has to
be another way."

That's when Phelps checked himself in for inpatient mental health
treatment.

"As an athlete, I learned that we're supposed to be these big macho
people that don't have any problems, and we're not supposed to show
weakness, but that's so wrong. I'm so thankful that I can ask for help
now," he explained.

Phelps spoke of his inner struggles as the keynote speaker at a recent
New York City conference held by Talkspace, an online counseling
service.

The famed athlete holds the all-time record for an individual with the
most Olympic gold medals. He announced his retirement from
swimming in 2016.

"I have spent my whole life submerged in water. I ate, slept and swam.
That's really all I did my whole life. I'm really just learning how to live
now, and it's frustrating at times. But it's also rewarding," Phelps said.

He's also learned that depression and anxiety will be ongoing challenges
for him.
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"You don't go through a depression spell one day and have it go away.
Therapy helps me sharpen my tools to be prepared for whatever comes
my way," Phelps said.

"I've gone through multiple stages of depression, and I deal with anxiety
all the time. There are lots of people struggling with the exact same
things, so if I can get one message out there, it's that 'It's OK not to be
OK,' " he said.

Phelps explained that therapy is helping him continually learn how to be
as healthy as he can be mentally.

"I know there are some things that have to happen throughout the day.
For me, a workout is so important. It's something I have to do, and if I
don't, I'm an absolute nightmare. As soon as I work out, I can relax a
little bit," he said.

Phelps also makes sure he communicates openly with people, especially
his wife, Nicole.

"Throughout my career, I got very good at compartmentalizing and
stuffing things away and not dealing with any of it. I finally learned to
communicate at 30 in therapy," he said.

He also makes sure he always has access to his therapist. "I've picked up
the things that work for me, because I want to be a better father, a better
husband and a better friend," he said.

Dr. Richard Catanzaro, chairman of psychiatry at Northern Westchester
Hospital in Mount Kisco, N.Y., said it helps reduce some of the stigma
of mental illness when someone like Phelps comes forward. It also helps
people realize that anyone can get depressed.
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"Everyone has their own internal struggles. Everyone is measuring up to
a vision of themselves, and most people can't take on the perspective of
everyone around them. When you start to make those comparisons, like,
'Why should you be depressed when you have everything,' you make the
person feel guilty and invalidated," he noted.

"It's absolutely possible to be outwardly successful and be inwardly very
depressed and anxious. What people see are artificial indications of
success—money, career or extraordinary athletic feats. But that's not an
indication of a whole life," Catanzaro said.

And, that's one of the things Phelps said he'd love for people to know
about him.

"I'm a human being. What I did in the water doesn't define who I am as a
person. I think everybody only thinks of me as a swimmer, and not as an
individual, and that's frustrating," Phelps explained.

He said people seem to think he's superhuman. But, he said, "I was very
passionate about what I did and I never gave up. That's why everything
happened the way it did in my career."

Today, Phelps said helping other people realize that they're not alone,
and that it's OK to ask for help, is what really brings him joy.

"People come up to me and share their stories and their struggles, and
for me, that's the greatest thing in the world. A chance to save a life is
better than winning any gold medals," he said.

Catanzaro said symptoms of depression are different for different
people. But some of the signs to look out for include changes in sleeping
or eating patterns; a change in mood; not finding pleasure or finding very
little pleasure in anything; and feelings of wanting to end your
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life—whether actively thinking of ways to kill yourself or even just
wishing that you wouldn't wake up.

If you're suicidal, call a suicide hotline or 911 right away, Catanzaro
said.

  More information: Learn more about depression from the U.S.
National Institute of Mental Health.
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