Fighting the Winter Blues

With shorter days and colder temperatures over the winter months it's not uncommon for people to experience the ‘winter blues’.  Here are a few tips to help stay out of the doldrums:

1.  Let the light shine on.  The winter blues is actually a chemical imbalance - too much melatonin and not enough serotonin. The reason for this is reduced exposure to normal daylight, so get out there as much as possible.  You could also consider getting a light box.  Light boxes simulate the sun's natural rays and work by reducing the release of melatonin in the brain.  Another option is to replace your normal light bulbs around the house with full spectrum ones. 
2.  Get regular exercise, ideally outdoors.  One hour of aerobic exercise outside (even when it's cloudy) has the same therapeutic effects as 2.5 hours of light (box) treatment indoors.  Midday light especially, provides Vitamin D to help boost your limbic system, the emotional center of the brain. 

3.  Watch your food cravings.  When your serotonin levels are low, one of things your body tends to do is to crave food high in carbohydrates, especially high-sugar foods like junk food and soda, because these raise serotonin levels.  While these foods are a ‘quick fix’ in one regard, such empty calories create problems in other areas and you’ll soon find you’re battling another area - ‘the bulge’.  

4.  Take daily mood boosting supplements.  Bring on Omega-3s and a Multivitamin with Vitamin D-3.  A good multivitamin helps with energy levels.  Vitamin D is created by your body from the sun's rays on your skin, and declines during the winter; therefore, supplementing during this time of year is a good idea.  Add Omega-3s to the mix because leading physicians at Harvard Medical School have confirmed the positive effects of this natural, anti-inflammatory molecule on emotional health.

5.  Take up a winter activity.  Embrace the beauty of the season.  By finding an activity that can only be done in the winter months such as skiing, skating, winter photography or nature walks, we find ourselves with something to look forward to rather than to dread.
6.  Stay social.  Often the last thing we want to do when we’re feeling blah is to get out and spend time with others, but this is really the best time to make sure we maintain our social connections.
7.  Challenge yourself.  Mood can often be lifted by taking on a new challenge - one that is tough enough to keep you motivated but not too tough to master, leaving you frustrated.  Some possibilities – dust off that crossword or jig-saw puzzle, teach yourself a new language, or take up ballroom dancing!
8.  Give back.  Gandhi once wrote, “The best way to find yourself is to lose yourself in the service of others”.  Psychologists have discovered that simple acts of altruism are great antidotes to depression.    

9.  Dress for it.  If you’re one of those people who finds themselves cold all the time come winter make sure you dress in layers paying particular attention to keeping head, hands and feet warm.   

10.  Maintain your daily routine.  Maintaining a schedule will help to keep depression at bay. A regular pattern of sleep is the most important. To help in waking more refreshed in the morning when it is still dark outside in the winter months, it may be helpful to have your bedroom lights on a timer to turn on a half-hour before you wake. 

Depression is extremely common and is the leading cause of disability world-wide.  Beyond feeling ‘blue’ which is short-lived, if symptoms persist an individual may be suffering from depression.  Help is available.  Talk to your family doctor, contact the Mental Health Clinic in Regina at 766-7800 or seek information through the Healthline by phone at 1-877-800-0002 or by website at www.health.gov.sk.ca/healthline-online.  

For the sources of this document, contact us at wcphwc@ymail.com.  If you have questions/comments, or ideas for future articles, please contact us regarding that as well.
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