Beating the w
Shining a Light on
Seasonal Affective
Disorder (SAD)
by AMY ROTHENBERG, ND
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inter blahs,
Larry, a happily married man in his 40s, usually juggled his many
roles as father, husband, son, and brother with considerable skill.
But come Autumn, he would begin a slip into his “long New
England winter funk,” as he described it—or seasonal affective
disorder (SAD), as his doctor had diagnosed. Larry would become
irritable, fault-finding, and just plain “down.” He would have no
energy to get to the gym and no desire to participate in family
outings. Even though things were going well in general with his
work and his family, the relentless dark winter days coupled with
reduced time outdoors would lead to his predictable, seemingly
inexorable depression.
It was November when Larry first came to my office seeking
help, and by then, he had already begun his annual downward
psychological slide. As he relayed his story, his face showed little
emotion—he seemed “wiped out” physically and emotionally.
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Seasonal affective disorder is
a depression that most often
afflicts people who live in
cold, dark winter places, far
from the equator.
Tis the season for depression
Seasonal affective disorder is a type of
depression that most often afflicts people
WHO LIVE IN COLD DARK WINTER PLACES FAR
FROM THE EQUATOR )NCIDENCE IN THE 53
VARIES DEPENDING ON WHERE YOU LIVE
from 1.4% of people in Florida to 9.9%
IN !LASKA 4HE DEGREE OF 3!$ SYMPtoms can also differ for different people; some experience a relatively mild
form of depression throughout the winter months; others dip into depression
briefly at the change of seasons and come
OUT OF IT AFTER A FEW WEEKS AND STILL OTHERS
feel severely debilitated by their sympTOMS ALL WINTER LONG 7OMEN ARE MORE
LIKELY TO SUFFER FROM 3!$ THAN MEN
and it tends to begin in early adulthood.
(In rare cases, SAD symptoms can even
appear on an opposite and unexpected
SCHEDULEFROM SPRING THROUGH FALL
)N 3!$ SIMILAR TO MAJOR DEPRESSION
symptoms may include:
s Depressed feelings for a large part
of the day, nearly every day
s Feelings of hopelessness
s Feelings of worthlessness
s Low energy
s Loss of interest in activities once
ENJOYED
s Sleep disturbances (either too
much or not enough)
s Changes in food cravings, appetite,
or weight (usually craving carbs)
s $IFlCULTY CONCENTRATING
s )RRITABILITY AND DIFlCULTY GETTING
along with others
s Thoughts of death or suicide.
The conventional treatments for SAD
INCLUDE BRIGHT LIGHT THERAPY TALK THERapy, and pharmaceuticals such as antidepressants.
.O ONE KNOWS FOR SURE WHY 3!$
occurs, but it is strongly suspected that
reduced levels of sunlight in fall and
winter may disrupt our body’s internal
CLOCK AND AFFECT OUR #IRCADIAN RHYTHMS
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leading to depression. A reduction in
serotonin, a brain chemical that impacts
mood may well be at play. A decrease in
sunlight lowers serotonin levels, which in
turn may lead to depression. Similarly,
the change in season may disrupt the
balance of the melatonin levels in the
blood, which may influence both mood
and sleep patterns.

Disinterested, distant, & detached
Larry told me that he felt uninspired,
detached, and distant from his life during
the winter months. “Nothing really interESTS ME v HE SIGHED (E FELT UNENGAGED
IN HIS JOB AT AN INSURANCE AGENCY h) JUST
WANT TO COME HOME FROM WORK AND LIE ON
THE COUCHv (IS TEENAGED SONS IRRITATED
HIM AND HE FELT PUT UPON WHEN ASKED TO
DO ANYTHING !BOUT HIS WIFE OF  YEARS
Larry said: “Of course, I absolutely adore
HER BUT ) lND HER ANNOYING DURING MY
FUNK )TS STRANGE BUT ) FEEL NO AFFECTION
TOWARD HER AT THESE TIMESv
This was all in contrast to his usual
temperament and attitude, which he

DESCRIBED AS hLOVING AND UPBEATv !ND
SURE ENOUGH h7HEN THE DAYS BEGIN
growing longer and the sun starts to
SHINE MORE ) COME BACK TO MYSELF v ,ARRY
REPORTED h"Y THE END OF -ARCH ITS AS IF
I’m a new person. I start getting enerGIZED AND BEGIN TACKLING ALL THE PROJECTS
AND WORK RELATED THINGS )VE BEEN AVOIDing or neglecting all winter long. … And
)M SUDDENLY BACK TO NORMAL WITH MY
WIFE AND SONS TOOv

A downward spiral
Larry had been suffering with his cyclical
symptoms for more than a decade by the
time I saw him, but each year, he was getting progressively worse. “Lately, probaBLY THE PAST FOUR OR lVE YEARS IT SEEMS LIKE
) GO TO A MUCH DARKER PLACE THAN BEFORE
AND ITS LASTING LONGER TOO v HE SAID ,ARRY
had sought help from his medical doctor
a few years earlier and was already using
THE PRESCRIBED PHOTOTHERAPYA HIGH INTENSITY LIGHTBOXAN HOUR EACH MORNING
BEFORE WORK DURING THE FALL AND WINter. “But I don’t really notice it helping

Solutions for SAD from
Natural Medicine

I

n addition to homeopathic treatment, I often recommend other naturopathic medicine approaches for patients suffering with Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD). Like
homeopathy, this is not a one-size-fits-all approach. I individualize recommendations to the patient in front of me, giving specific dosages and assessing outcomes at
our follow-up visits. Advice may include:
The Exercise Prescription
This is essential for anyone who is depressed. I help patients find physical activities
they will enjoy and stick with. And if our first forays are not successful, we try another
angle, perhaps adding music, or walking dates with a friend, or using a pedometer!
Dietary Recommendations
It is best to avoid food allergens and aim for a whole foods diet with limited processed food, limited refined carbohydrates, and lots of vegetables and fruits, along
with healthy oils.
s " 6ITAMINS ESPECIALLY &OLIC !CID AND 6ITAMIN " B vitamins are known
to play a role in emotional well-being and mental health.
s 3T *OHNS 7ORT This herb can act as an antidepressant and is helpful for
some people. [DO NOT take St. John’s Wort if you are on anti-retrovirals, birth
control pills, or other antidepressant medications. Do not take it in conjunction
with lightbox therapy, as the herb can cause photosensitivity.]
s 3!-E 3 ADENOSY , METHIONINE  This chemical, naturally found in the
human body, is also produced synthetically and available as a supplement; it can
be helpful for certain people in the treatment of depression.
s &ISH /IL Taking fish oil is often helpful for mood and brain function.

Larry had been suffering
with his cyclical symptoms
for more than a decade by the
time I saw him.

Bright Ideas
for Winter Blues
Start every day happy
Whether you have Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD) or you just
want to maximize your good moods
during the bleak midwinter, following these three suggestions will go

MUCH v HE SAID (E HAD ALSO TRIED TAKING
melatonin supplements, but it gave him
BAD DREAMS SO HE STOPPED h-Y DOCTOR
SAID ) SHOULD TRY ANTIDEPRESSANTS NEXT v
he said, “but I was hoping to avoid that,
WHICH IS ONE REASON ) CAME TO SEE YOUv

In otherwise good health
After questioning Larry further, I learned
that apart from SAD symptoms, he basiCALLY ENJOYED EXCELLENT HEALTH "ESIDES
a tendency for constipation, which was
worse during wintertime, his digestion
WORKED WELL $URING THESE MONTHS HE
MIGHT WAKE UP WITH NAUSEA WHICH WAS
BETTER ONCE HE HAD BREAKFAST (E HAD NO
issues with his respiratory system, uriNARY TRACT MUSCULOSKELETAL SYSTEM OR
SKIN (E DID NOT OFTEN FALL ILL WITH COLDS
mUS AND THE LIKE AND HE REPORTED NO
allergies. He did say that he tended to
feel more chilly in his environment than
others, and over the years, he had grown
to hate the cold.
Given that Larry had chilliness, constipation, and a depressed mood, I made
SURE TO ORDER LAB WORK TO RULE OUT A THYroid condition, which might display similar symptoms as SAD. Alas, his thyroid
function was in the normal range, and
OTHER ROUTINE BLOOD TEST RESULTS LOOKED
good as well.
Looking for a remedy
7HEN CHOOSING A HOMEOPATHIC REMEDY
for a patient with SAD, I don’t place great
emphasis on the cyclical nature of the
symptoms. There are many homeopathic
REMEDIES WHOSE PROlLES INCLUDE 3!$ RElated symptoms, such as feeling worse in

the cold or feeling
WORSE IN THE DARK
but I have not found
it helpful to focus
primarily on those
elements of the person’s story. Rather,
I base my homeopathic
prescription on how the person
EXPERIENCES THE 3!$ HOW IT MAKES THEM
feel, what it prevents them from doing,
and how they are affected physically,
emotionally, and cognitively. I focus on
the patient in front of me at that moment
in time.
7HEN LOOKING FOR A HOMEOPATHIC REMEDY FOR ,ARRY ) ASKED MYSELF WHAT IS IT
that is most limiting to him at this time?
7HAT IS CAUSING HIM THE MOST DISTRESS
) DECIDED IT WAS HIS LACK OF FEELINGS FOR
all the people and activities he usually
loved. That, combined with his chilliness,
morning nausea, and constipation, led
me to prescribe the remedy 3EPIA OFlCINAlis. The flat affect that Larry manifested
WAS ANOTHER GOOD CONlRMATORY SYMPTOM
pointing me to Sepia.

a long way toward staving off symptoms of SAD.

1

Go outside—every day!
We all know how a sunny
day brightens our mood, but

spending time outside on cloudy
days also helps. So get out there
and soak up some natural light
and fresh air (well-bundled up, if
necessary)! For the most benefit, go
outside within one or two hours of
rising each morning.

2

Stay active!
Exercising and staying
physically active relieves

stress, lifts your spirits, and
improves your overall health. No
wonder it’s one of the top lifestyle
suggestions for people with SAD!
And if you brave the weather
and exercise outdoors instead of
indoors, you get a “two-fer.” For

A good fit for Larry
According to our homeopathic materia
medica, Sepia is especially indicated for
someone who is indifferent to those they
LOVE THE BESTPARTICULARLY THEIR SPOUSE
and family members. The person needing
Sepia can be irritable and easily offended,
with a preference for being alone. There is
a sluggishness about them both mentally
AND PHYSICALLY WHICH CAN MAKE THEM
hINDISPOSED TO MENTAL LABOR v AND ALSO
constipated. They are chilly in general

Reduced levels of sunlight in fall and winter may
disrupt our body’s internal clock and affect our
Circadian rhythms, leading to depression.

the most benefit, get most of your
exercise earlier in the day.

3

Let there be light!
When the days get shorter
and darker, focus on

making your indoor environment as
bright as possible during daylight
hours—preferably with light from
the outdoors. Throw open those
curtains and shades, and move
yourself closer to the windows.
Clear away furniture or other
obstructions that block light from
entering your workspace or home—
every little bit helps.
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“By the end of March, it’s
as if I’m a new person. I
start getting energized and
tackling all the projects I’ve
been avoiding all winter.”
and much worse from becoming cold or
from cold weather. Nausea in the mornING BEFORE EATING IS ALSO A KEYNOTE INDICAtor for the remedy Sepia.**
Other homeopathic remedies I considered for Larry but ruled out because
) DID NOT THINK THEY lT THE ENTIRETY OF
HIS SYMPTOM PROlLE WERE ,YCOPODIUM
(irritability, constipation, chilliness) and
.ITRICUM ACIDUM (negativity, chilliness,
complaining).
7E DO NOT OFTEN GIVE MEN THE REMedy Sepia IT HAS MUCH MORE AFlNITY FOR
women. But in the case of a patient such
AS ,ARRYWITH DEPRESSION mAT AFFECT
irritability, and a desire to remove oneself
FROM LIFES COMMITMENTSITS GOOD TO

consider Sepia, whether the person is a
woman or a man.
Some readers might wonder about
,ARRYS LACK OF DESIREMOTIVATION FOR
PHYSICAL ACTIVITY BECAUSE WE KNOW FROM
the homeopathic literature that those
who need Sepia tend to crave vigorous
EXERCISE AND FEEL BETTER FROM IT 7HILE
this may be true, we also sometimes see
people needing Sepia WHO ARE LIKE ,ARRY
in a more pathological state; their energy
and vital force is so compromised that
their need and desire for exercise has
slipped away.
I prescribed one dose of Sepia C
for Larry. I also reviewed with him some
ideas for improving his constipation,
HIGHLIGHTING A HIGH lBER DIET ADEQUATE
hydration, and the essential need for
exercise. I’m not sure Larry could even
grasp what I was telling him at that point

though, because he was feeling so down.
7E MADE AN APPOINTMENT FOR HIM TO
return for a follow-up visit in one month.

Turnaround in time for holidays
,ARRY CAME BACK TO SEE ME JUST BEFORE THE
holidays, and I could tell he was better
right away. He had a warm and easy smile,
which I had not seen before. He recounted
A FAMILY OUTING HED ENJOYED h)M HAVing fun hanging out with my sons again!
,OOKING FORWARD TO PICKING OUT A NICE TREE
AND DECORATING IT x4HINGS AT WORK ARE
HUMMING ALONG MORE SMOOTHLY x -Y
RELATIONSHIP WITH MY WIFE IS GREATBACK
TO NORMALv (E NO LONGER SUFFERED WITH
morning nausea, and he was moving his
BOWELS REGULARLY h)M BACK TO MY REGULAR
GYM ROUTINE TOO x AND WELL )M JUST FEELING MYSELF AGAINv HE SAID
,IKE MOST PEOPLE WHO HAVE SUFFERED

The conventional treatments for SAD include
bright-light therapy, talk therapy, and pharmaceuticals
such as antidepressants.

A Happy Light: Is it Right for You?

I

f you’re suffering with mild “winter doldrums,”
counteract that by getting plenty of outdoor
light in the mornings and keeping physically active. If that’s not feasible and you
want to try a lightbox for targeted phototherapy, do your research first. Not all “happy
lights” are created equal. The Center for Environmental Therapeutics (CET) offers criteria
for lightbox selection. Look for a light that has
been tested in clinical trials, has ultra-violet
filters, gives off 10,000 lux of illumination at a
comfortable distance, and projects downward
at an angle to minimize glare, they advise. (For
comparison, here are approximate measures of outdoor illumination: sunlight 100,000 lux, full daylight
10,000 -20,000 lux, overcast day 1000 lux, very dark
day 100 lux, twilight 10 lux.)
While lightbox use for brief periods in the morning is generally safe, beware of risks for those who
are photosensitive because of pre-existing conditions
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or medications/herbs. Lightbox therapy can
induce agitation in some people and manic
episodes in those prone to bipolar disorder.
CET also advises caution for people over
age 50 at risk for macular degeneration, and
favors lamps with less blue light (soft-white
fluorescent with 3000-4000 Kelvin color
ranges) rather than “day-light” or “full-spectrum” bulbs (5000 Kelvin range or higher).
For those with retina disorders, CET advises
extreme caution with lightbox use, including
an ophthalmologist’s supervision and blue-light
blocking glasses, if used at all.
CET provides an abundance of additional
information on non-medical treatment of SAD,
depression, and circadian rhythm disorders on its
website, along with helpful self-assessment tools.
Visit www.cet.org.
Note: Anyone with severe SAD symptoms should
also seek professional care.

depression and then found welcome
relief, Larry told me he worried that his
3!$ SYMPTOMS WOULD COME BACK ) REASsured him that his positive reaction to
the homeopathic prescription was a good
sign, and I believed this meant he was on
A HEALING PATH THAT WOULD LIKELY CONTINUE
I told him that if his symptoms should
return down the road, chances were good
that additional homeopathic treatment
would help him once again

Lasting improvement
It turns out that I did not prescribe any
more doses of Sepia or any other remedy
for Larry over the next several months,
as he did not need anything. He conTINUED TO FEEL hLIKE HIMSELFv THROUGHOUT
THE WINTERFOR THE lRST TIME IN MANY
years. Occasionally, he would notice some
minor downward shifts in his energy
and mood as compared with his “sumMER SELF v BUT THOSE SHIFTS WERE MANAGEABLEAND NOTHING LIKE THE hmATNESSv
and depression he had endured in other
WINTERS ) DID ASK ,ARRY TO RETURN THE FOLlowing fall, before the winter settled in, so
THAT WE MIGHT WORK PREVENTIVELY
The following year, I gave Larry the
remedy Sepia C AGAIN IN THE FALLAND
he was able to sidestep the whole SAD
chapter.
Get help, don’t settle for less
So I say, don’t settle for feeling down for
SEVERAL MONTHS A YEAR CHALKING IT UP TO
hWINTER BLUESv 5NDERSTAND THAT SEASONAL
affective disorder is a real ailment and
that homeopathy, along with other treatments, can be very helpful.
.OLEN (OEKSEMA 3USAN !BNORMAL 0SYCHOLOGY TH ED 
)3".      2ETRIEVED FROM THE )NTERNET 
** Homeopathic MATERIA MEDICA ACCORDING TO "OERICKE #LARKE
and Vermeulen.
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Five favorite remedies

by MIRANDA CASTRO, FSHom, CCH, RSHom(NA)

M

any homeopathic remedies have symptom profiles
that could be related to seasonal affective disorder
(SAD)—being affected by the light and especially the
lack of light in winter months.
Self-prescribing is not recommended for chronic SAD that recurs year after year. This
kind of more serious depression needs the expertise of a homeopath to piece together all
the parts of a person’s history to find the remedy that matches best.
You can treat an acute episode of SAD—one that comes on after an unusually long
period without sunshine. If you do find a good remedy match, then take it in the 30c
potency, three times daily for two days. If it doesn’t work, then you need the advice of a
homeopathic practitioner. Here are some of my favorite remedies that can address SAD.

1. Ammonium carbonicum is for chilly
individuals who are very much affected
by the dull, cloudy weather of winter—they become apathetic and unmotivated, not wanting to work or do
anything. They eat themselves silly—
craving lots of sweet things (especially
candies which give them toothaches)—
and they put on lots of weight.
2. Aurum metallicum is for those who
sink into terrible depression in the dark
of the winter, feeling like the cloud is
sitting over them. At their worst they
feel that life isn’t worth living. They take
solace in work and/or religion and hide
themselves away listening to sad music
until the sun returns the following spring.
3. Phosphorus Those who benefit from
this remedy have a really close relationship with the weather, loving the sun
and sparkling with it—actually feeling
invigorated by being out in the sunshine.
They are deeply affected by cloudy
weather—becoming miserable and
gloomy the longer the sun stays away. In
the deepest, darkest time of the winter
they can slow right down, not wanting to
do anything. Chocolate (especially chocolate ice cream) is their great source
of comfort at those times—as are their
friends. Even brief outbursts of sunshine
on a winter’s day will lift their spirits, as
can getting out with friends and going to
a party or going dancing!
4. Rhus toxicodendron is useful for
those who are particularly vulnerable to
cloudy weather, who find that the cold,
damp, wet, and cloudy weather makes
them feel just plain miserable. Their
body reacts by stiffening up—especially

the back and the joints—which makes
them feel even worse. Getting up after
sitting or lying down for a while is difficult, and then continued movement
eases the stiffness—unfortunately those
joints start to hurt again after being used
for a while so the person has to rest—
after which the whole maddening cycle
starts again, thereby causing the restlessness that is a keynote for this remedy.
5. Sepia is for extremely chilly types
who hate everything about winter: the
damp, the rain, the frost, the snow, the
clouds—everything. Their moods start to
lift when they begin to get warm again
in the late spring and early summer
when they can get out in the fresh air
and do some vigorous exercise. These
people love to run much more than jog,
and it is this kind of exercise—vigorous
exercise in the fresh air—that makes
them feel really well overall. If they can’t
do it, they sink into a depressed, irritable
state where they want to be alone (and
eventually, so does everyone else—want
them to be alone that is!)
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