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Transition to Fall May Have Some People Feeling the Blues 

Shorter Days, Less Sunshine Can Lead to Seasonal Affective Disorder 

 
As the seasons transition from summer’s long days and sweltering heat to the shorter, cooler and 

more colorful days of autumn, there are fewer hours and opportunities for people to enjoy the 

sunlight. This can lead to a form of depression known as seasonal affective disorder, or SAD, a low 

level of depression that's common in the northern hemisphere during this time of year when Earth 

tilts away from the sun and gives us fewer hours of daylight and chillier temperatures. 

 

Kelly Bennett, M.D., a family medicine doctor at Texas Tech Physicians and associate professor at 

Texas Tech University Health Sciences Center (TTUHSC) School of Medicine, said this lack of 

warmth and sunshine has a tendency to make people isolate themselves indoors.  

 
“The body likes the sunlight versus dark,” Bennett said. “It helps us to regulate our circadian 

rhythms, so we really love to have at least 12 hours of sunlight a day, if not more. People are more 

energetic when it's warmer, and when there's more sunlight, people spend more time outside their 

homes interacting with people.” 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic triggered more cases of seasonal affective disorder last fall, and Bennett 

expects it to do so again in 2021. She said that’s because many of the steps people are advised to take 

to deal with SAD are directly contradicted by the COVID-19 safety guidelines. 

 
“We tell people, ‘Okay, you need to be around people more; don't isolate; don't hibernate; go and 

spend more time with your family, with your friends; just get out of the house and be with people 

from church and clubs,’” Bennett continued. “So what are we hearing in relation to the pandemic? 

Don't do any of those things; stay at home; stay only within your pod; stay six feet away from 

everybody; wear your masks and basically don't go play well with others. So it has been incredibly 

difficult for people to manage the change of the seasons from summer to fall at the same time that 

we're undergoing a once-in-a-lifetime pandemic.” 

 

Pandemic or not, there are ways in which people can manage their exposure to sunlight, especially in 

the morning. One of the tools Bennett frequently recommends is a light therapy lamp. These lamps, 
also known as light boxes, are designed to simulate sunlight and stimulate the pineal gland in the 

brain, making the body think its bright and sunny even in the dead of night. The pineal gland is 

responsible for producing melatonin, a hormone that regulates the body’s circadian rhythms that play 

a significant role in a person’s sleep patterns. 
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For those who may not have access to a light box, Bennett suggested an alternative that helps her as 

she prepares for a day at the office: turning on all the lights in the house. 

 

“When I wake up in the morning, I'm a complete grump and I would love to just shade my eyes and 
blindly go around the house without putting a light in my eyes because I find it painful to get up in 

the morning,” Bennett explained. “But I have learned that even though it hurts, it's a lot better if I flip 

on every single light — the lamp, the light overhead, two lights in my bathroom — and just saturate 

myself with light to tell my pineal gland, ‘Okay, even though it's seven o'clock and pitch dark 

outside, it is daylight to you, so you need to get up and get at it.’ I have found that that helps very 

much, although when I get to work and the sun hasn't come up yet, I’m back to being maybe a wee 

bit grumpy.” 

 

And though there is not an abundance of research to back it up, Bennett said some people 

experiencing seasonal affective disorder take vitamin D supplements because they are thought to 
generally help with mood disorders. However, she added, before purchasing a light box or a bottle of 

vitamin D, it’s important for one to know if the blues they’re experiencing are due to a bout of 

seasonal affective disorder or whether their feelings are an indication of something more serious. 

 

“If dark mornings make you feel like, ‘This is not much fun; I don't want to be here, I'd rather be on 

vacation on a beach,’ but then you start interacting with people at work and all that just drops away 

and you feel fine, you're probably dealing with a touch of seasonal affective disorder,” Bennett said. 

“However, if you get to work and you still feel upset and depressed and grumpy, and even interacting 

with folks isn’t lightening your mood, then you may need to talk to your doctor or a therapist about 
your feelings.” 
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