
 

 
 

Behavioural Activation 
 

When we are depressed, we become less active. The less active we 
are the fewer opportunities there are for positive and rewarding 
things to happen to us. And the fewer rewarding things that happen 
to us the lower our mood becomes. Behavioural Activation (BA) is 
one way out of this vicious cycle. It is a practical and evidence-based 
treatment for depression. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Behavioural activation encourages the user to stop this vicious cycle 
by increasing their activity levels - which in turn should increase their 
mood. It does require lots of hard work and dedication, especially as 
low mood often causes low motivation. BA encourages the user to 
really consider what activities they want to try so that they are 
pleasurable or give the user a sense of achievement.  
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Increasing our activity can take our mind of unhelpful thoughts, can 
make us feel as if we are re-gaining control, can help our sleep and 
boost our motivation. That is why it helps us to feel better! 
 
Here are the steps of Behavioural Activation: 
 

1. Learning about the vicious cycle of inactivity > depression > 
inactivity and understanding that we need to activate ourselves 
to feel better again. 

2. Monitoring our daily activities to understand the relationships 
between our activity and our mood.  

3. Identifying our values and goals (working out what really 
matters to us). This helps inform what activities we do! 

4. Choosing some activities to try. Things we used to enjoy, things 
that make us feel a sense of achievement (including 
housework!) and maybe some new things too! 

5. Simple activation (scheduling and carrying out meaningful 
activities to boost our experiences of pleasure and mastery).  

6. Problem-solving any barriers to activation. 
 
Explore our ‘Increasing Your Activity’ Webpage to learn more and 
have a go at Behavioural Activation. www.wellbeing-
glasgow.org.uk/behavioural-activation  
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Tips for getting the most out of Behavioural Activation 
 
• Don’t start too hard: Life is a marathon, not a sprint. The new 

level of activity has to be more than your ‘depression level’ but 
it also has to be realistically achievable. Try to plan 4 activities 
in your first week then build up! 

 
• Break activities down into smaller steps: Let’s say you had 

identified a value of becoming independent, but were living 
with your parents and weren’t qualified to drive. Some helpful 
steps towards your value of living independently might be 
making an online application for a driving license, or doing 
some budgeting to work out how soon you might be able to 
move into your own place. 

 
• Reward yourself: Make the effort to acknowledge when you 

have completed something, and don’t just rush on to the next 
target. Some people find it helpful to make a ‘check off’ 
activities that have completed as an acknowledgement that 
they have done it. Can you think of a way of treating yourself if 
you complete half of your planned activities? What would a fair 
reward be if you completed all of them? 

 
• Remind yourself why you’re doing this: Thoughts like “I’ll do it 

when I feel better” are insidious and can creep back in. Remind 
yourself often that it’s important to get active even if you don’t 
feel like it (action before motivation) and that behavioural 
activation is one of the most effective treatments for 
depression. 
 

• Keep writing it down! Use your planner or to do lists. And try 
and write down a mood score out of 10 after each activity – 
that way you’ll be able to see the activities that help you the 
most! 



 

 
 


