

[image: image]





[image: image]







This book is intended to supplement, not replace, the advice of a trained health professional. If you know or suspect that you have a health problem, you should consult a health professional. The author and publisher specifically disclaim any liability, loss, or risk, personal or otherwise, that is incurred as a consequence, directly or indirectly, of the use and application of any of the contents of this book.

Copyright © 2025 by Dr. Judith Joseph MD MBA PC

Foreword copyright © 2025 by Mel Robbins

Cover design and art by Pete Garceau

Cover copyright © 2025 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Little, Brown Spark

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

littlebrownspark.com

First Edition: April 2025

Little, Brown Spark is an imprint of Little, Brown and Company, a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Little, Brown Spark name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email hachettespeakers@hbgusa.com.

Little, Brown and Company books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

Book interior design by Marie Mundaca

A Library of Congress Control Number is available for this title.

ISBN 9780316577311

A Library of Congress Control Number is available for this title.

E3-20250311-JV-NF-ORI






Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Foreword by Mel Robbins

	Introduction

	Part One: The Roots of High-Functioning Depression

	CHAPTER 1: Are You Ready to Meet the Real You?

	CHAPTER 2: Trauma: The Weight We Carry

	CHAPTER 3: Anhedonia: Did You Know You’re Unhappy?

	CHAPTER 4: Masochism: Why Do I Self-Sabotage?




	Part Two: Healing with the Five V’s

	CHAPTER 5: Validation

	CHAPTER 6: Venting

	CHAPTER 7: Values

	CHAPTER 8: Vitals

	CHAPTER 9: Vision

	CHAPTER 10: A Way Forward—Continuing to Heal




	Appendixes

	Appendix A: High-Functioning Depression Trauma Inventory

	Appendix B: Give Your Vitals a Boost

	Appendix C: Time for a Tech Check




	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	About the Author

	Notes






	Cover

	Table of Contents





Page List


	iv

	vi

	vii

	viii

	v

	ix

	x

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	306

	307

	308







For Zara, my only child and the reason that I want to make the 
world a better place







Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.





Tap here to learn more.




[image: Spark logo]








Foreword
by Mel Robbins

I’m so proud of you for picking up this book. In it, you’ll learn about groundbreaking research into one of the biggest things that busy, successful, high-functioning people like you struggle with.

If you’ve ever found yourself feeling “off” without being able to put your finger on why, or if you’re constantly busy but don’t find yourself fulfilled, you’re in the right place. This book is the ultimate guide to creating more joy, fulfillment, purpose, and happiness.

Dr. Judith Joseph knows exactly what you’re going through, because she’s lived it. She’s also spent years studying it. Her pioneering research into high-functioning depression, conducted in her Manhattan Behavioral Medicine research lab in New York City, finally gives a name to the exhaustion, numbness, and restlessness you feel when you keep it all together for everyone else while your own joy slowly fades away.

Dr. Judith’s insights have changed my life, and I know they will change yours too. As the host of the wildly successful Mel Robbins Podcast, I have the honor of connecting with listeners in 194 countries, so I know how common it is to feel like you’re not reaching your potential and to want more in life. I want that for you too. I also have the unique experience of meeting experts at the top of their fields and learning from them every single week. Dr. Judith Joseph is so good that I have invited her back on the show not just twice but three times, because her incredible research-backed insights and tools truly change lives.

What I love most about Dr. Judith isn’t her expertise or her groundbreaking research. It’s her ability to make you feel seen and understood. In one of her appearances on The Mel Robbins Podcast, she explained that happiness isn’t a grand destination; it’s a series of small moments—“points of joy,” as she calls them. It’s the text you send to a friend when you’re feeling lonely, the rest you give yourself when you’re tired, the connection you seek when you need to feel supported.

This simple yet profound concept struck me, and I hope it will make you pause too. How often do you rush past those small points of joy because you’re so busy jumping right into the next thing? And how often do you ignore what you’re really feeling because you think you don’t have time to feel it? For a long time, I was addicted to busyness, until I truly faced the impact that constant motion had on my life—and Dr. Judith was a core part of my journey of change.

If any of this resonates with you, you’re about to feel something extraordinary as you read this book: relief. Relief in understanding why you’ve been feeling the way you do and relief in knowing you’re not alone. Most important, you’re about to learn that no matter how far away joy feels right now, it’s not gone. It’s waiting for you.

This isn’t just a book. It’s a road map back to yourself. I can’t wait for you to read it and experience all of Dr. Judith’s research, insights, and tools.






Introduction

“Judith? Is everything all right?” my associate asked nervously. She had knocked on the door to my office and popped her head in to check on me. Her eyes were squinting at me above her N 95 mask. She was looking at me in that way—you know, where you can tell the person is concerned about you. Her instincts were right. She should’ve been worried about me. I was worried about me, too. But I nodded confidently to her that I was fine. That wasn’t true.

It was April 2020 in New York City, and these were the dark days at the beginning of the pandemic. Days when you could walk through Times Square—one of the most bustling intersections on the planet—on your way to work and see only two or three other people. When storefronts on the world-famous Fifth Avenue were about to start boarding up their windows because owners feared them being smashed by protesters. It seems like a movie now. Except it was real, we all lived it, and, by the way, we’re still coping with the trauma from it.

Even though we were all in survival mode, I have to admit that many things in my work life were going extremely well. Mine was the only doctor’s office in my building that hadn’t been shut down due to the pandemic because my lab was working on important studies that the FDA wanted to move forward with. My media career had taken off because everyone wanted to talk about emotional well-being during the pandemic; I was at the point of turning down appearances. I had more patients than ever before because the country was in the midst of a mental health crisis and healthcare professionals needed all hands on deck. Not to mention I had just been invited to be one of five people joining an elite group of women in medicine at Columbia University.

But with all of those accomplishments came a tidal wave of overwhelm. There was a day-in, day-out pressure that came with work. There was a perpetual responsibility to show up for everyone in my life. If you’re reading this book, I know you can relate. Just like me, you’re likely the person in your family or circle whom everyone looks to as the strong one—even if you’re pouring out energy from a nearly empty cup.

Back then, I never got to just be Judith. At any given moment in time, I was a boss whose employees were counting on her for a steady paycheck to survive this economic crisis. I was Dr. Joseph, with clinical trial participants who were terrified of this new disease and patients who needed help with new coping mechanisms. I was a mom and wife whose family was falling apart under enormous pressure. Every day I had to push through the stress, and I worried that boss/researcher/doctor/wife/mother Judith was failing them all. Sound familiar?

That April, my associate and I were scheduled to give a joint Zoom presentation—from separate offices, of course—to two hundred healthcare practitioners and their families at a major healthcare system. The night before, I was working on my PowerPoint for the presentation, called “Coping with the New Norm.” With the clock ticking closer to 8 p.m., my stomach starting to rumble, and my eyes getting heavy, I recognized the irony. I was highly aware that coping was something I was barely doing. In fact, while I was organizing my slides, I pulled my hands away from my keyboard, looked away from the screen, and said aloud to myself in an empty office: “I think I’m depressed.”

I’m a psychiatrist and even I was caught off guard by the self-diagnosis. The next day wasn’t any better. If you didn’t know me, you would have assumed everything was fine during my part of the Zoom presentation. You wouldn’t have noticed the flutter in my voice or my hurried breathing while talking about emotional trauma. You wouldn’t have caught how my eyes darted around my office in an effort to hold back the tears that were welling. I was supposed to be focused on healing the people on the call, but I realized that I needed healing myself.

Most of the faces on my Zoom screen belonged to overwhelmed healthcare workers, many of whom were scribbling notes or dropping fears into the chat (“The other nurse on my shift has been drinking a lot after work” or “My co-worker is constantly breaking down in tears”). But one of my associates left her computer and came over to my office to check on me while I was off camera. She could see that I was teetering on the edge of my emotions and about to topple over. That’s when she asked, “Is everything all right?”

Until that presentation, I hadn’t realized that I was depressed, because I didn’t check all the boxes for depression. I could still get out of bed in the morning. I wasn’t bursting into tears on the subway (and even if you do, New Yorkers will politely ignore you). I still organized my daughter’s birthday parties and brought in bagels for morning meetings at work. And, remember, I was not only showing up for work, I was killing it at work. But I felt an inner restlessness. A need to stay busy. I was sure that if I slowed down something bad would happen. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what this feeling was. Unlike most people with depression, I was functioning. More than that: I was high-functioning! What the heck was going on?

STARTING TO UNMASK HIGH-FUNCTIONING DEPRESSION

After that moment in April 2020, I went on a search to understand what was happening to me, and it led me straight to High-Functioning Depression (HFD). I didn’t find what I was looking for in scientific journals because medical literature is usually miles behind what people in the world are actually experiencing. You don’t see High-Functioning Depression in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th Edition (DSM-5), the most recent edition of the book that psychiatrists live by for diagnosing conditions. HFD isn’t officially recognized and there hasn’t been a definition for it… until now.

I kept reading experts saying that High-Functioning Depression isn’t real. They’re wrong. In fact, it’s one of those conditions that get missed by most doctors because, I believe, many of them have had or currently live with High-Functioning Depression themselves. Think about it: medicine is a profession where you’re conditioned to work long hours, put others first, ignore your own needs, and delay happiness, all the way from high school through medical school and residency. (See all seasons of ER, Grey’s Anatomy, and Chicago Med.)

Those experts pointed to the fact that there was no research on High-Functioning Depression and it didn’t exist in the DSM. But we all knew that burnout was a real thing long before it was classified as a condition by the World Health Organization in 2008.1 Does that mean no one had it before 2008? We all acknowledge that imposter syndrome exists even though it’s not in the DSM. Does that mean we should wait until it gets classified to help people overcome the constant inability to believe their success is deserved or a reflection of their skills? These conditions, just like High-Functioning Depression, were showing up in people when they came to therapy sessions. In short, I knew High-Functioning Depression was real because patient after patient I saw was experiencing it.

Though the term “High-Functioning Depression” first started turning up on the Internet in the early 2000s, it didn’t really enter the public consciousness worldwide until 2016. Websites incorrectly labeled it as persistent depressive disorder (or dysthymia), but it’s not the same, because both of those conditions require a significant loss of functioning.2 HFD is present in people who are very successful, manage to run a household, and keep up appearances instead of being overcome with sadness throughout the day. In fact, the term resonated with people who didn’t identify with feeling depressed at all.

What they did identify with was feeling guilty, because despite the fact that they were producing a lot at work—even if it meant taking calls in the bathroom or falling asleep with their laptop in bed—they never felt like it was enough and they never enjoyed the results. They identified with always making sure to take care of their loved ones and friends but never taking care of themselves. They identified with being tired all the time but unable to sleep because of all their anxious energy. They identified with feeling incapable of spending their spare time relaxing or engaging in fun; instead, that time was spent cleaning the house, or planning the family vacation single-handedly—in part so they could make sure the hotel Wi-Fi reached the pool area and there was a business center somewhere in the building. And they identified with never sitting still, because if they did, they’d realize that they were feeling empty and that the things they used to enjoy didn’t give them pleasure anymore.

High-Functioning Depression might be a new concept, but it’s as real as any ailment listed in the DSM-5. That’s why millions of people—just like me—have been walking around with it, undetected.

The more I read and the closer I looked at the patients under my care, I could see that High-Functioning Depression was everywhere. But people couldn’t go to their doctor and ask for a diagnosis or a prescription for antidepressants for it. If they did, the doctor would run through a quick screening tool for depression that looks for lack of functioning and acute distress. They’d ask, “Is living this way impacting your life? Are you showing up for work? Are you able to take care of your family? Well, then, what’s the problem?”

There was a problem, though.

High-Functioning Depression didn’t just come with the danger of sliding into low-functioning depression and bringing our lives to a full stop. It also kept us living life with our eyes closed. Most people with High-Functioning Depression don’t realize that they have it. They’re not fully aware that the joy has been removed from their life. And even if they do realize something is off, like I did while working on that PowerPoint, they don’t know how to get back on track.

This book sounds the alarm that the millions of us suffering from High-Functioning Depression are all forgetting something absolutely essential: how to enjoy life. We are walking around on autopilot without wondering where our path is taking us. We are all in danger of waking up one day burdened by an existential crisis, trying to figure out, “What did I do all of this for? Whom and what was I sacrificing for?” We are at risk of opening our eyes, perhaps a little too late, and realizing that we built the wrong lives and allowed ourselves to be used by everyone we encountered, and now it might be too late to reclaim some pleasure in life for ourselves.

There is also the possibility that we’ll collapse under the weight of all the pressure we have been putting on ourselves. Take, for example, journalist Cheslie Kryst.3 By the age of thirty, Cheslie had no shortage of career accomplishments. The Emmy-nominated television correspondent wasn’t just stunning enough to win the Miss USA pageant in 2019; she was also brainy enough to earn an MBA and a law degree, and respected enough to interview Oprah. But what people didn’t know was that she was harassed on social media after her pageant success—with more than one person telling her to kill herself. People weren’t aware that at work she had overwhelming imposter syndrome, struggled with perfectionism, and felt the weight of representing all Black people in her on-camera job. And at home she was in a relationship with a partner who allegedly cheated on her. There was a perpetual inner voice that berated her for being “never enough.”4 Kryst is one of the first public figures to be labeled as having High-Functioning Depression. When the ups and downs of her life became too much to manage, she died by suicide on January 30, 2022. The following day, I met with a patient who kept talking about Kryst’s passing. “I can relate to that feeling of just wanting to be relieved of it all,” said this Ivy League graduate of color. “At least she can finally relax.” That’s how serious High-Functioning Depression can become.

THE FIVE V’S

Upon discovering that there was zero research on High-Functioning Depression, I decided to do studies myself in my laboratory in midtown Manhattan. Then I thought, why stop there? I decided to write a book about it (the one you’re holding in your hands right now). If that sounds high-functioning AF, that’s because it is. I’m the first clinical researcher to study HFD. And everything I found through my scientific investigation, online research, and years of experience with patients is in this book. I even developed three questionnaires (see here, here, and here) that will help you figure out what degree of High-Functioning Depression you have—if you have it at all.

What my research brought to light was that High-Functioning Depression is almost always the result of trauma—whether we realize it or not. Trauma isn’t always a life-shattering event. Yes, it could be big-T trauma, like being abused as a child or surviving a car accident, but it could also be little-T trauma, like having an overly critical parent or being betrayed by a close friend. High-Functioning Depression also always shows up with two distinct symptoms that doctors have stopped talking about even as they become more common: anhedonia (a reduced ability to experience joy in life, which makes you feel meh or blah all the time) and masochism (a propensity for people-pleasing, self-sacrificing, and self-sabotaging behavior that can lead to imbalanced relationships and poor quality of life). I know these terms sound intimidating, but I’m going to help you get to know them better because they’re the key to your cure. They’re the building blocks of High-Functioning Depression, and to overcome HFD, I’m going to teach you how to knock them down.

When I started, there was no known treatment for High-Functioning Depression. Now there’s actually therapy for it—because I created it. It’s a framework I call the Five V’s, and I’ll walk you through all of them in this book. I’ve filled this book with surprising patient stories, actionable tools, fun exercises, and eye-opening questionnaires that will help you understand High-Functioning Depression and recover from it. The Five V’s are not just evidence-based and derived from my work treating various age groups. This approach is also a result of government-funded research that led me to more than thirty countries. While High-Functioning Depression is an international phenomenon that crosses all cultures, you do see it more in groups who are considered to be “model minorities” in the United States, like East Asians and South Asians—people who have absorbed the message that you’re not supposed to have happiness today; rather, you’re supposed to work hard now and be happy later, once you’ve accumulated wealth and contributed to your society.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

While it might be tempting to fast-forward to Part Two of this book and start on your journey to recovery, I highly encourage you to start with Part One, where I discuss the roots of High-Functioning Depression. You have to understand the key roles that trauma, anhedonia, and masochism play in your condition before you can take the three of them out of commission. Only then will you be able to uncover joys you didn’t realize you were missing, the passions you didn’t know you’d put on hold, and potentially an entirely new life you never imagined you could live. Which is exactly what happened to me.

During the pandemic, I went through a painful divorce. The end of a marriage isn’t within anyone’s control, but because I am a high-functioning person, it made me feel like a failure. I was holding on to a core belief that I had to be perfect. That if I made a mistake, I wouldn’t be as valuable or lovable. Through therapy and a lot of self-work, I turned that period of my life into a point of reckoning. For the first time, I began to realize—and believe—that I didn’t have to be perfect in order to be happy. I stopped doing things just to check boxes and instead started doing things to bring meaning to my life. I started leaning into those Five V’s that I told you about. For as long as I can remember, my calendar had been overcommitted. But once I started probing my core values and realized that self-care was every bit as important as my many other responsibilities, I started enjoying the luxury of doing nothing. No one has to be on the go all the time. The idea of intentional relaxation isn’t even in the vocabulary of a person with High-Functioning Depression, so I knew I was healing. I started spending far more time with my daughter than I had before, which was a comfort to both of us, especially as our family underwent a stressful custody battle. I even got a hobby.

I decided to start focusing on doing something fun just for myself. I thought back to my childhood, when my siblings and I would put on skits and plays at our father’s church. Working on scripts, putting on costumes, pretending to be someone else: it was all so fun back then. Wouldn’t it be the same now? I hadn’t had a creative outlet like that in decades, so I decided to try it out.

Once the divorce was final and custody was resolved, on the days when my daughter wasn’t with me, I started recording video skits about mental health to post to social media. It felt good to do good. But I was also having a blast. I’d put a baseball cap on backward and use a filter to give myself a mustache and beard so that I could play both the man and the woman in a relationship with attachment issues. Or I’d switch up my outfits, hair, and makeup to show what different personality disorders look like. Not everyone loved it. Plenty of my colleagues questioned me. Apparently psychiatrists aren’t supposed to wear pink and get glammed up to create funny social media reels. I forced myself to keep doing it and be myself anyway. Who says there’s one way to be a psychiatrist? And why should I let them steal my joy? I also started teaching media and social media to young doctors at New York University, which led to a partnership with the World Health Organization’s Fides health influencer community. My joy became infectious, and my students started to follow suit.

I’ve worked hard over the years to acquire traditional training from very prestigious institutions. But I knew all along that most of the evidence-based research we were taught about didn’t include minorities or women. It didn’t take into account cultural identity or background. My work is for everyone. The research I do, the way I show up on social media, the book that you have in your hands, and the work I do with my patients—all of it takes diversity into consideration.

In private practice, I help one person at a time. I love that I can educate that one patient in my office with a probing question or a funny story. But I quickly realized that when I told that same story as a skit and posted it on TikTok and Instagram, I could reach millions of people around the world. So much traditional media had shut down during the pandemic that people were turning to social media for information and for entertainment—and pretty soon they were clicking on my profile in the millions.

If not for the twin traumas of the pandemic and my divorce, you wouldn’t be reading this book now. I wouldn’t have stopped trying to distract myself from the emptiness I felt by doing more, more, more of what I thought I was “supposed” to be doing in life. I wouldn’t have gone searching for (and found) answers about a condition that affects so many of us. I wouldn’t have dreamed the formula for the science of your happiness. And I certainly wouldn’t have created a new life for myself: a life full of joy that outshines the old one.

What could overcoming High-Functioning Depression make possible for you? You’re about to find out.
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