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Many of us experience a slump in one form or another 
during the winter months.  It can be hard to motivate 
yourself when the conditions are so cold, dreary and 
daylight is shorter.

Before we look at tips for managing the ‘winter blues’, it is 
important to make the distinction from what is referred to 
as ‘Seasonal Affective Disorder’ (SAD).  Those affected by 
SAD suffer from a depressive condition, but episodes are 
uniquely triggered during the winter months.

Diagnostic patterns specific to SAD 
•	 Patterns have lasted over two years with no  

non-seasonal depressive episodes

•	 Seasonal depressive episodes outnumber other 
depressive episodes in a lifetime

•	 Depressive episodes at a particular time of the year

•	 Remissions at a particular time of the year

Symptoms common to SAD and the  
‘winter blues’
Some of the commonly cited symptoms of SAD can 
resonate with those of who suffer a mid-winter slump:

•	 Crave sweets or starches

•	 Weight gain

•	 Fatigue

•	 Anxiety

•	 Irritable

•	 Oversleep

•	 Avoidance of social situations

•	 Sensitivity to social rejection

Tips for Beating the Winter Blues
SAD is traditionally treated with light therapy, psychological 
therapy, and antidepressants.  However, for most of us, 
the ‘winter blues’ can be managed with a combination of 
the right kind of diet, exercise, and sleep.

1. Diet

We crave high sugar food because carbohydrates can 
increase serotonin levels, which affect our mood.  While 
these foods may cause temporary relief, they ultimately 
drain our energy.  A better strategy is to focus on complex 
and simple carbohydrates like pasta, rice, or fruit.  You 
could also take a lead from the traditional diet of Iceland.  
A study published by the American Psychiatric Association 
in 2000 found unexpectedly low numbers of Icelanders 
affected by seasonal mood change, even though the 
disorder is common in other Nordic countries.  Icelanders 
eat 250 lb of fish per person per year, as opposed to about 
50 lb in the US and Canada.  Fish is high in Vitamin D. 

2. Exercise

If you can’t beat them, join them.  One way to overcome 
seasonal blues is to ensure you maximise your mornings 
and exercise.  So do something, anything, everyday.  
Some SAD studies have suggested that one hour of 
exercise is equivalent to 2 ½ hours of traditional light 
treatment.   

3. Sleep

Oversleeping, or fluctuations in our sleep patterns, can 
adversely affect our mood.  Get into a routine of sleeping 
at least 6-8 hours per night, rather than assuming you can 
make up the ‘sleep debt’.  It is consistency that counts 
when managing the impact sleep patterns can have on 
our mood.  
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