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D
o you remember November 3, 2019? 
Probably not, but it signaled the start 
of the long, dark winter nights with 

daylight saving time beginning.
Sunset came down quick at 4:47 p.m. 

And by the winter solstice, the shortest 
day of the year—there were just nine hours 
of daylight—nearly six hours less than the 
summer solstice on June 21.

Cold temperatures, shorter days and 
less time outdoors can make Wisconsin 
winters a challenge. 

But for some, the shift in seasons can 
signifi cantly tip their mental and physical 
health off -balance.

Seasonal Aff ective Disorder (SAD) is 
a depression that comes around winter-
time when there’s less sunlight and lifts 

in spring and summer when the days get 
longer. 

More than the “winter blues,” people 
with SAD have depression symptoms every 
day for more than two weeks. � ey can feel 
hopeless or worthless, have low energy, 
gain or lose weight, feel sluggish or irritat-
ed, and in extreme cases have thoughts of 
death and suicide.

But like all depression, Seasonal Aff ec-
tive Disorder can be managed, says Dr. 
Shilagh A. Mirgain, a psychologist with 
UW Health.

 “Season Aff ective Disorder is treatable,” 
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Mirgain says. “So if you fi nd yourself strug-
gling, get help earlier, rather than later and 
set up an appointment with your physi-
cian. Early detection can prevent depres-
sion from cascading.”

Medication, light therapy, psychother-
apy, vitamin D, and lifestyle changes, Mir-
gain says, can be used to help people with 
Seasonal Aff ective Disorder.

There goes the sun 
 Scientists haven’t pinpointed the exact 

cause of SAD but they do have some strong 
biological clues to the condition, accord-
ing to the National Institute of Mental 
Health.

� e winter’s darkness can increase the 
production of melatonin, a hormone that 
regulates sleep. People with Seasonal Af-
fective Disorder may overproduce mel-
atonin, making them feel lethargic and 
sleepy. 

Sunlight is also important to help pro-
duce vitamin D naturally. As people spend 
more time indoors during winter, there 
can be a drop in the essential vitamin that 
regulates serotonin. 

Several studies have shown SAD symp-
toms appear as Vitamin D3 levels change 
in winter for people who live in the north-
ern hemisphere. Limited research stud-
ies in Britain, and the Netherlands have 
shown high doses of the vitamin can im-
prove depression symptoms, according to 
a Psychology Today article.

“Lack of light impacts our body and has 
an eff ect on the brain and the circadian 
rhythms that regulates the body’s internal 
clock of the sleep/wake cycle can be dis-
rupted and that can lead to depression,” 
Mirgain says.

Research also has shown that people 
with SAD have trouble regulating sero-
tonin, a chemical neurotransmitter in the 
body that aff ects mood.

Dr. Ruddy is a naturopathic doctor at 
Group Health Cooperative in Madison 
who has clinical experience in natural 
treatments for common mood/aff ective 
disorders including depression. 

 “We often think of Seasonal Aff ective 
Disorder in terms of mood or disposition, 
but it runs deeper than that,” he says.
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