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Sadness
What This Emotion May Be Telling You
Sadness is a natural human emotion. It can follow loss, disappointment, change, rejection, loneliness, illness, conflict or the
realisation that something important is not as we hoped it would be. Sometimes sadness has a clear cause; at other times it
arrives before we fully understand what has affected us.

Sadness is not automatically depression. The NHS notes that most people feel low sometimes and that low mood often
improves after days or weeks. When low mood lasts for two weeks or more, affects everyday life, or is accompanied by
hopelessness, loss of enjoyment or thoughts of self-harm, it may need professional assessment.

Sadness may be telling you: something mattered, I have lost something, I need comfort, I need to slow down, I need
to process what happened, or I need connection and support.

What sadness can feel like

• heaviness in the chest or body

• tearfulness or feeling close to tears

• quietness and withdrawal

• low energy or wanting to sleep

• a lump in the throat

• less interest in ordinary activities

• wanting comfort, familiarity or closeness

• thinking repeatedly about what has happened

• feeling tender, vulnerable or emotionally exposed

What might sadness be telling you?

• Something mattered to me. Sadness often follows attachment, hope or investment.

• I have experienced a loss. The loss may be a person, relationship, role, opportunity, ability, routine or imagined future.

• I need to process. The mind may need time to absorb a change rather than immediately move on.

• I need comfort. Sadness can draw us towards safe people, rest and soothing.

• I need to acknowledge reality. Sometimes sadness arrives when denial or busyness can no longer hold something away.

• I need support. Carrying difficult experiences alone can intensify low mood.

What is my sadness connected to?
What happened, changed or was lost? ______________________________
What did this mean to me? _______________________________________
What do I miss most? ____________________________________________
What do I need today - comfort, company, rest, expression or help? ______

Sadness, low mood and depression
Sadness is an emotion; depression is a mental-health condition involving a broader pattern of symptoms. Depression can
include persistent low mood, loss of interest or enjoyment, hopelessness, concentration difficulties, sleep changes, low
self-esteem and suicidal thoughts.

A person can be sad without being depressed, depressed without crying frequently, or experience both together. Duration,
severity, other symptoms and impact on daily life matter.

When sadness follows loss
Grief is a natural response to losing someone or something important. Sadness can come in waves and may be triggered
unexpectedly by places, music, anniversaries, routines or ordinary moments. There is no single correct timetable for grief.

Loss can also be less visible: fertility difficulties, redundancy, friendship endings, changes in health, children leaving home,
retirement, moving, diagnosis, disability or losing an expected future.

Sadness after disappointment
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Disappointment can contain sadness because hope was present first. You may be grieving what you thought would happen,
what you worked towards, or what you believed another person would provide.

Allowing disappointment to be sad can be more helpful than immediately turning it into self-criticism.

When sadness becomes self-blame
Low mood can turn an event into a judgement about identity: 'This happened because I am not good enough' or 'I always ruin
things.' Try separating the event from the verdict.

Event, meaning, kinder perspective
What happened? _________________________________________________
What am I telling myself it means about me? ________________________
What evidence supports or challenges that conclusion? _______________
What would I say to somebody I cared about in the same situation? _____

Sadness and loneliness
Sadness can make us withdraw at exactly the time we need gentle connection. Mind suggests talking to someone you trust
and notes that peer support can help people feel less alone. Connection does not have to mean a busy social life - one safe
conversation may be enough.

If you do not want advice, you can say: 'I do not need you to fix this. I just need someone to sit with me for a little while.'

Sadness and the body
Emotions are physical experiences as well as thoughts. Sadness can affect appetite, sleep, energy, posture and movement.
Basic care can become harder when mood is low.

Mind's self-care guidance includes attending to sleep, food, hydration, hygiene, gentle physical activity, nature, journalling
and creative activities. These are supports rather than tests of willpower; choose what is realistic for your current capacity.

Allowing sadness without drowning in it
Making room for sadness does not mean feeding it endlessly. The aim is to acknowledge what is present while maintaining
small anchors to everyday life.

• name the feeling rather than fighting it

• let tears come if they come naturally

• write what you wish you could say

• choose music, art or movement that helps expression

• keep one or two basic routines

• take breaks from processing when you need them

• return attention to the present when rumination becomes repetitive

A personal reflection
“I used to think being sad meant I was going backwards. I would keep busy so I did not have to feel it. Eventually I realised
some sadness was asking me to acknowledge what I had lost. Once I stopped arguing with the feeling, I could begin deciding
what I needed next. It did not disappear overnight, but it stopped feeling like an enemy.” - illustrative personal reflection

Sadness and neurodivergence
Autistic and ADHD people may experience emotions intensely, have difficulty identifying what they are feeling, process
events later, or become overwhelmed by the social expectations surrounding emotional expression. Some people cry easily;
others become quiet, numb, irritable or need significant time before words arrive.

There is no correct outward appearance of sadness. Support should focus on what the individual experiences and needs,
rather than whether they look sad in an expected way.

When sadness looks like irritability
Sadness does not always look soft or tearful. It can appear as impatience, anger, withdrawal, defensiveness or 'I do not care'.
This can be particularly important when supporting children, teenagers, men, people who have learned to suppress
vulnerability, or anyone who finds emotional language difficult.

Ask what is underneath the irritability before assuming the person is simply angry.



Space to Breathe Therapy | Depression & Emotional Distress - Causes & Triggers Page 3

Sadness after change
Even wanted changes can contain sadness. A new job can mean leaving colleagues. Moving house can mean losing
familiarity. Recovery can involve saying goodbye to an old identity. A child becoming independent can bring pride and grief
together.

Mixed emotions are normal. Feeling sad about part of a change does not mean the change was wrong.

When you cannot identify a reason
You do not need a perfectly clear explanation before your feelings deserve care. Sleep, hormones, stress, illness, medication,
accumulated strain and depression can all affect mood. If sadness is persistent, unexplained or significantly affecting daily
life, speak to a GP or appropriate healthcare professional.

A gentle sadness check-in
My sadness feels like: ___________________________________________
In my body I notice: _____________________________________________
The thought that keeps returning is: _______________________________
Something I need less of: ________________________________________
Something I need more of: _______________________________________

Rumination versus processing
Processing can gradually create understanding, emotional movement or a clearer sense of what you need. Rumination tends
to repeat the same questions and judgements without resolution.

If you notice yourself circling 'why?' for hours, try changing the question to: 'What do I need in this moment?' or 'What is one
thing I can do with what I know now?'

Small acts of care

• open a curtain or sit near daylight

• drink something and eat something manageable

• change into clean, comfortable clothes

• send one message to a trusted person

• step outside or sit by an open window

• do one familiar, low-demand activity

• write three sentences about how today actually feels

• reduce expectations for a difficult day

Sadness in relationships
People respond to sadness differently. One person may want closeness while another needs quiet. Misunderstandings
happen when we expect others to guess.

Try a direct request: 'Could you listen without giving advice?', 'Can we sit together?', 'I need some time alone but I am not
rejecting you', or 'Can you check on me tomorrow?'

Supporting somebody who is sad

• listen before trying to solve

• acknowledge the loss or difficulty rather than minimising it

• avoid forced positivity such as 'look on the bright side'

• offer specific practical support

• allow silence and tears

• keep gentle contact if they withdraw

• encourage professional help if sadness is persistent or daily functioning is deteriorating

• take suicidal thoughts or statements of hopelessness seriously

When sadness needs more support
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The NHS advises seeing a GP if low mood lasts more than two weeks, you are struggling to cope, or self-help is not helping.
Adults in England can also self-refer to NHS Talking Therapies for anxiety and depression.

If you cannot keep yourself safe, have thoughts of suicide or self-harm, or there is immediate danger, call 999 or go to A&E.;
NHS 111 can direct people in England to urgent mental-health support. Samaritans can be contacted free on 116 123.

A seven-day sadness awareness exercise

• Day 1 - Name what you are feeling without trying to change it.

• Day 2 - Notice where sadness appears in your body.

• Day 3 - Identify what has been lost, changed or disappointed you.

• Day 4 - Tell one safe person what you need.

• Day 5 - Choose one gentle activity that supports rather than distracts you.

• Day 6 - Notice one moment when the sadness changes in intensity.

• Day 7 - Reflect on what the emotion may have been asking you to acknowledge.

Books and further exploration

• Atlas of the Heart - Brene Brown: language for emotions and human experience.

• Self-Compassion - Kristin Neff: responding to emotional pain with kindness rather than self-attack.

• Why Has Nobody Told Me This Before? - Dr Julie Smith: practical tools for difficult emotional states.

• The Happiness Trap - Russ Harris: making room for difficult thoughts and feelings while living by values.

Clinical and source notes
This educational resource draws on current NHS information on low mood, sadness and depression, including the distinction
between ordinary low mood and symptoms that persist or significantly affect daily life. NHS guidance identifies difficult
experiences, work, family, financial problems, health difficulties and bereavement as possible contributors to low mood.

It also reflects Mind guidance on depression and self-care, including talking to trusted people, peer support, sleep, physical
care, gentle activity, nature, journalling and creative expression. These strategies may support wellbeing but are not
substitutes for assessment or treatment when depression is persistent or severe.

What this emotion may be telling you
Sadness often appears because something mattered. It can tell us where attachment, hope, meaning and loss live. It may
ask for acknowledgement before action, comfort before problem-solving, or grieving before rebuilding.

Instead of asking only, 'How do I stop being sad?', try: What happened? What mattered? What do I need to
acknowledge? What would help me feel supported while this moves through me?

Sadness is not a failure to be positive. Sometimes it is the mind and body's way of making space for something
important that has happened.

Space to Breathe Therapy - Understanding emotions without judging them.


