
What is Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD)?
Seasonal affective disorder (SAD) is a type of depression that begins during the winter months, when there is 
less natural sunlight. The depression generally lifts during spring and summer. 

Signs and Symptoms
The signs and symptoms of SAD are usually the same as other forms of depression. These can include:
•	 Hopelessness
•	 Increased appetite with weight gain
•	 Increased sleep
•	 Less energy and ability to concentrate
•	 Loss of interest in work or other activities
•	 Sluggish movements
•	 Social withdrawal
•	 Unhappiness and irritability

SAD can sometimes turn into long-term depression. Bipolar disorder or thoughts of suicide are also possible.

Causes
SAD can start at any time, from teen years to adulthood. Like 
other forms of depression, it occurs more often in women than 
in men. People who live in places with long winter nights are at 
greater risk of SAD. A less common form of the disorder involves 
depression during the summer months.

What Can I Do?
There is no test for SAD. Your health care provider can make a 
diagnosis through your symptoms, a physical exam, and blood 
tests that will rule out other disorders. As with other types of 
depression, antidepressant medicines and talk therapy can be 
effective.

To manage your symptoms at home:
•	 Get enough sleep
•	 Eat healthy foods
•	 Take medicines as prescribed
•	 Learn to watch for signs that your depression is getting worse, and have a plan if it does get worse
•	 Exercise more often
•	 Do activities that make you happy
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•	 Do not use alcohol and illegal drugs, which can make depression worse and can also affect your judgment 
about suicide.

•	 When you are struggling with depression, talk about how you are feeling with someone you trust. Try to be 
around people who are caring and positive. 

Your health care provider may prescribe light therapy, using a lamp with a very bright light that mimics light 
from the sun. This therapy:
•	 Is started in the fall or early winter, before the symptoms of SAD begin.
•	 Requires that you follow your health care provider’s instructions on use of the lamp. One way that may be 

recommended is to sit several feet away from the light box for 30 minutes each day, preferably in the early 
morning.

•	 Should improve symptoms of depression within 3 to 4 weeks.
•	 May cause eye strain and headaches.
•	 Should not be used by individuals who take medicines that make them more sensitive to light, such as 

certain psoriasis drugs, antibiotics, or antipsychotics.
•	 Requires a checkup with your eye doctor before starting treatment.

With no treatment, symptoms usually subside with the change of seasons. However, symptoms can improve 
more quickly with treatment.

For More Information 
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