Seasonal Affective Disorder

by Dr Niru Prasad
This is a type of depression and sad mood that one experiences during
winter months. The term seasonal means this type of depression affects
individuals from the end of October until the end of March. This type of
disorder is related to changes in weather and gradually disappears by the
time summer starts.
What are the symptoms?
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Feeling depressed, low energy, lethargy, problems with sleep
Lack of sleep or more sleep
Loss of appetite or eating excessively
Crave eating sweets
Feeling sluggish, helpless
Further anxiety leading to mental illness and suicidal thoughts
What are the causes of seasonal affective disorder?

While the definitive cause is unknown, there are a few presumptive causes
leading to depression.
1. Our biological clock is known as circadian rhythm
2. Reduced level of sunshine during winter disrupts the body's internal
clock and leads to depression
3. Serotonin level in the brain drops during lack of sleep

What are the risk factors?
A. Family history of depression
B. History of bipolar disorder and previous history of mental disorder
C. Living far from the equator. People living south or north of the equator
experience more seasonal affective disorder due to shorter days and
less sunlight
What are the complications?
A. Social withdrawal
B. Loss of school days, poor performance
C. Loss of job and financial trouble
D. Depression and suicidal thoughts
What are the diagnostic procedures?
A. A good physical examination by your physician
B. Complete blood test to rule out anemia, thyroid, diabetes, and any
other underlying medical condition
C. Psychological evaluation including DSM-5 as published by American
Psychiatric Association. The [DSM] stands for diagnostic and
statistical test as described in their manual.

Treatment of SAD includes light therapy, medications, and
psychotherapy.
General supportive treatment includes proper hygiene, a well
balanced diet supplemented with vitamins and minerals, avoid eating
excess sugar and fried food, and keep yourself well hydrated.
There is a light therapy called phototherapy where you sit from a light
box several feet away daily in the morning that causes changes in brain
chemicals to uplift mood.
There are different types of lights available with different features and
consult your expertises as to which one to buy.

Further steps to manage SAD include, stick to your treatment plan,
get enough sleep and exercise as much as possible. Make an effort to mix
with friends who can share your issues and give moral support. Lastly, try
to be happy and cheerful thinking about the fact that this type of depression
is only transient and seasonal just like, April showers bring May flowers and
looking out the window to see your flowers will always perk up your mood.
The national institute of medical science states that people with
sadness have low levels of vitamin D and a study performed in 2014
showed that taking vitamin D during SAD has a significant role in curing
some symptoms of depression.

What is melatonin?
Melatonin is a hormone secreted by the pineal gland in the brain and
its production is controlled by our body’s master clock and found in the
suprachiasmatic nucleus located in hypothalamus and contains 20,000
neurons controlling our sleep and awake pattern in the brain.
The level of melatonin production is low during day time however
during the night time our optic nerve gets stimulated to produce melatonin
to cause sleep.
The low level of melatonin causes sleeplessness, anxiety, and short
term depression.

Treatment with antidepressants are needed for severe type of
depressions and that includes,
1. An extended release version of the antidepressant bupropion
[wellburtin] that might help with overcoming depression. However, it
takes a few days for blood level to build up before medicine is
effective.
2. Psychotherapy, also known as cognitive behavioral therapy includes:
A. Identify your negative thoughts to try to overcome with positive
thoughts
B. Learn how to cope with depression, think positive and manage stress
3. Mind body connection includes,
A. Relaxation techniques such as yoga or Tai Chi

B. Meditation
C. Music or art therapy
In summary, the overall treatment of seasonal affective disorder includes a
healthy diet, exercise, exposure to bright light, light therapy and referral to
mental health services as needed.
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