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Many forms of depression classified in medical literature share 
common characteristics, with variances in intensity, duration 
and frequency; the symptoms can be mild or severe. However, 
to qualify as a medical disorder, the symptoms must disrupt a 
major functional area of a person’s life (such as job, education, 
family life, etc.). 

The causes of a depressive episode also vary. Some common 
causes include, but are not limited to, other medical conditions, 
genetic predispositions, environment, trauma, substances such 
as drugs, injuries and profound losses. One cause likely built 
into the DNA of those affected as a survival mechanism is a 
seasonal form of depression, which causes a metabolic slow 
down akin to hibernation in several mammal species.

It is probable that this adaptive trait we call seasonal affective 
disorder (SAD), another form of clinical depression, was 
essential to the survival of our ancient Ice Age ancestors. In the 
fall and winter when food was scarce for our hunter gatherer 
forebears, it was necessary to store and stock carbohydrate-
rich foods, shelter in a cave or other refuge to stay warm, 
and escape predation by larger predators also searching for 
food among sparce resources. Genetic traits no longer useful 
continue to be passed on to the decedents even though we no 
longer need them. 

The onset of a SAD depressive episode is triggered by the 
shortening of the day in the fall and winter months resulting in 
less sunlight directed into the eye. This signals a biological shift 
to switch on and metabolically causes those affected to slow 
down and require less energy, sleep more, have little motivation 
and bog down into a full depressive episode. Persons who find 
they lose momentum and energy during the late fall and winter 
months, have questioned why they have stopped connecting 
with friends or lost interest in activities and passions, or have 
been asked by close friends and family if they are okay may 
be experiencing a form of depression coinciding with seasonal 
change. Southern seasons are less differentiated, yet the hours 
of light available each day still shift.

SAD is a form of depression affecting 10 million people in the 
U.S. The depression can be debilitating and be baffling, causing 
impacts to productivity and family or coworker relationships, 
social withdrawal, sleeping too much or not enough, feeling 
tired or having little energy, or appetite changes (not eating 
enough or overeating). Individuals experiencing SAD may 
also feel a a loss of interest in activities once enjoyed, a 
sense of hopelessness, profound despair and overwhelming 
sadness. The distinct character of this form of depression is not 
influenced by associations or events as noted above, but by 
how much light hits the retina at the back of the eye. 

The treatment for SAD may take many approaches such as 
talk therapy with medications, magnetic brain stimulation and 
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a unique and remarkably effective application that extends 
the availability of ultraviolet light with an artificial light source. 
Supplanting the light lost in the fall and winter months, in effect, 
extends the day. These light boxes and lamps are specifically 
designed to deliver the correct amount of UV light to the eye 
(too much can cause damage and too little will be ineffective). 

Light therapy is effective with full spectrum light, so the ability 
of lighting to lift SAD depression will depend on how well 
the lighting mirrors the spectrum of actual sunlight. Ordinary 
incandescent, florescent or LED lighting will not have the 
potency to shift the depression. In some instances, light therapy 
alone will not be sufficient to impact the depression. In those 
cases, adjunct treatment may be necessary, particularly if a 
SAD depressive episode is superimposed upon another form 
of depression such as complicated bereavement or bipolar 
depression. In cases of compound depression, the addition of 
medication, psychotherapy and other adjuvant therapies may 
be needed to restore a person to becoming functional again.

Curiously, some people may experience an inverted form of 
SAD in the summer months. 

If you identify with this article, your EAP can help in assessing 
and directing you to the appropriate therapy to turn the SAD 
days around.

“The crickets felt it was their 
duty to warn everybody that 
summertime cannot last forever. 
Even on the most beautiful days 
in the whole year – the days when 
summer is changing into autumn 
– the crickets spread the rumor of 
sadness and change.”

 — E.B. WHITE
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