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VITAL SIGNS

dressed. Within the space pro-
gram, the physical and intellec-
tual rigor required of astronauts
means that emotional issues are
sometimes overlooked.

Even if an individual does
feel symptoms of depression,
within that setting there can be
a great unwillingness to come
forth with this information.
“You’re dealing with a popula-
tion that isn’t going to want to
talk about psychological prob-
lems,” Buckey explains. “In some
environments,” he rues, “dis-
cussing psychological problems is
sometimes viewed as a sign of
weakness.”

The result is that astronauts
may not deal with these impor-
tant issues “unless they absolute-
ly have to,” says Buckey. But, he
adds, “if you waited for a prob-
lem to get so severe it needs ur-

gent act ion,
you’ve proba-
bly waited too
long.”

Buckey hopes the confiden-
tial nature of the self-treatment
module will help overcome the
stigma that causes psychological
issues to go unaddressed. The
program begins with a question-
naire to help users understand
the symptoms of depression, fol-
lowed by suggestions based on
their responses.

Steps: If users are suffering
from mild or moderate depres-
sion, they’re guided through a
problem-solving therapy pro-
gram. This consists of a series of
video sessions conducted by Dr.
Mark Hegel, a psychologist at
DMS. Hegel offers coping sug-

P sychiatrists’ couches could
begin gathering a layer of

dust if a new depression self-
treatment program catches on. It
was developed, with support
from the National Space Bio-
medical Research Institute, by a
team that includes Dr. Jay Buck-
ey, a DMS faculty member and
former astronaut.

Module: The program allows
users to seek help confidentially,
using a computer-based therapy
module that is part of a multi-
media initiative called the Vir-
tual Space Station. Although de-
veloped for use by astronauts on
long-duration space flights, the
module may eventually become
a tool to address mild to moder-
ate depression in patients on ter-
ra firma.

“Depression is a problem with
mood regulation,” Buckey ex-
plains. Though
periods of high
or low mood
are normal, de-
pression is considered to have set
in when an individual loses the
ability to emerge from very low
periods. This begins to affect the
individual’s motivation to per-
form and complete everyday
tasks. In the context of a space
mission, a depressive disorder
could seriously affect the indi-
vidual’s performance and even
threaten the mission. “Though
it’s not common” in astronauts,
says Buckey, “the impact of de-
pression can be severe.”

Despite the potential serious-
ness of the consequences, mood
regulation problems often re-
main unrecognized and unad-

Feeling low? Help may soon arrive from on high

gestions by breaking the problem
into small steps. Buckey says
when individuals are given dis-
crete, tangible goals, they often
“will start to feel better, . . . gain
control over their lives, and im-
prove their mood.” Users can
also keep a confidential log of
their experiences as part of the
treatment module.

Earth: Since depression carries
a stigma even on Earth, the team
hopes the module can one day be
used outside the space program.
They have just finished develop-
ing a version aimed at a general,
technologically literate audience
that is now ready to be tested in
a clinical trial.

The trial will compare the ef-
fectiveness of the self-treatment
module against standard therapy
methods. Buckey hopes that this
new, confidential, interactive ap-
proach may change the structure
of depression care, not only in
space, but on the ground as well.

Boer Deng

As a result, astronauts may wait

too long to deal with depression.

Former astronaut Buckey hopes a de-
pression-treatment program developed
for space may one day be used on Earth.

TYPING TEST: If you thought Facebook was just for chitchat
and snapshots, think again. DHMC’s Blood Donor Program
is part of a national pilot that’s aiming to recruit younger

donors using a Facebook application called Takes All Types.

A reminder of the pace of change,
and of timeless truths, from the
November-December 1978 issue of
“Hitchcock Highlights” newsletter:

“I was born at Mary Hitch-

cock, I grew up right behind

it, and two of my children

were born there, so naturally

I can’t help but have an ac-

tive interest in the place,”

said new MHMH board

member Joan “Posey” Fow-

ler. “When I was seven years

old,” she added, “a friend

and I got stuck waist-deep in

clay while playing near [a

Hitchcock] building site. . . .

We couldn’t move. . . . Some

kind men from the Hospi-

tal’s engineering services

department got us out. . . .

You can see [why] I have

fond and special feelings

about joining the board.”

2007
Year Fowler was named

DHMC’s Outstanding

Community Ambassador
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