
Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD) is treated with both bright light therapy and vitamin D

because both address key biological mechanisms believed to underlie this form of depression,

which occurs most commonly during times of the year with reduced sunlight exposure.

Bright light therapy (BLT) is considered a first-line treatment for SAD. The rationale is based on

how reduced daylight in fall and winter can disrupt the body's circadian rhythm (biological

clock) and lower levels of serotonin, a neurotransmitter that regulates mood. BLT exposes

patients to intense artificial light (typically 10,000 lux) in the morning, which helps reset the

circadian rhythm and may increase serotonin activity in the brain, alleviating depressive

symptoms . The therapy is effective because the eyes and light-sensitive pathways in the

brain play a crucial role in mood regulation, and the lack of natural sunlight during winter months

can trigger or worsen SAD .

Vitamin D is synthesized in the skin in response to sunlight. During months with less sunlight,

vitamin D levels in the body can drop, and research has shown that people with SAD often have

lower vitamin D levels . Vitamin D is linked to the production of serotonin and dopamine,

both of which are important for mood regulation . Therefore, supplementing with vitamin D

during the winter can help restore normal levels of these neurotransmitters, potentially improving

mood and reducing symptoms of SAD, especially in those who are deficient . However,

while there is a strong association between vitamin D deficiency and SAD, evidence for the

effectiveness of vitamin D supplementation as a treatment for SAD is still emerging and not as

robust as for bright light therapy .

Treatment Mechanism of Action Why It Helps SAD

Bright Light

Therapy

Resets circadian rhythm;

boosts serotonin activity

Compensates for lack of sunlight, corrects biological clock,

and increases mood-regulating neurotransmitters

Vitamin D
Supports serotonin and

dopamine production

Addresses deficiency due to reduced sunlight, may improve

mood in those with low vitamin D

In summary, both bright light therapy and vitamin D target the consequences of reduced

sunlight exposure in winter—disrupted circadian rhythms and lower serotonin levels—making

them logical treatments for SAD .
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