
 

Staying Mentally Well in winter 

 

Why does winter affect our mental health and wellbeing? 

Strong, regular light signals keep our circadian rhythms – our natural 

body rhythms, such as metabolism and sleep, on track.  

Many people do not get enough bright light during their day, 

particularly in the winter. The short, dark days can trigger Seasonal 

Affective Disorder symptoms, like lack of energy and motivation.  

Our natural body clock wants us to sleep more and socialise less.  This in turn lowers our mood, and 

affects our overall mental health and wellbeing.  Even if you don’t have a diagnosis of SAD, these 

long winter nights will still have an effect.  

Just as many animals make instinctive preparations for winter, so should we.   Everyone will be 

affected slightly differently and so thinking about how winter affects us personally and planning 

around it can really help to protect our mental health and wellbeing from dipping in winter. 

 

Get as much daylight as you can  

Get as much daylight as you can.  Take advantage of crisp, 

sunny winter days to wrap up and get outdoors – take a 

walk in local park, or even wrap up and sit in a garden or on 

a balcony.  Whatever you can.   We need Vitamin D to help 

to keep us physically and mentally well –taking advantage 

of daylight hours will help top up your vitamin D and 

exercise boosts serotonin – and serotonin is an important 

factor in boosting feelings of contentment and happiness.  So getting out and taking advantage of 

those crisp, sunny days is a win-win-win. 

You could also consider artificial top ups of both daylight and vitamin D – although they come at a 

price, you can buy what are commonly known as SAD lamps. SAD lamps shine very bright, cool light. 

When this light hits the retina at the back of your eye, it sends nerve signals to parts of your brain, 

affecting your chemical and hormone levels, and improving mood.  Prices start at around £20.   

Most health food shops sell Vitamin D supplements.  Unfortunately, doctors rarely prescribe them 

these days unless you are found to have a deficiency.   

 

Food and Mood  

It can be a temptation, when it is cold, dark and dull outside, 

to ‘comfort eat’.  Eating the wrong foods can affect how you 

feel mentally and physically and so it is important to maintain 

a well-balanced diet in winter to help to counter the effects of 

the short days and long nights.   

Eating the wrong food will make you feel sluggish, lacking in 

energy and motivation and lower your mood.   But good 



 

nutritious food can be comforting too – think hearty homemade soups and stews! 

Making a menu plan can really help to manage your diet in winter – think about what you would like 

to eat for at least 4 or 5 days in advance, make a list of all the ingredients that you will need and do a 

‘big’ shop.  Cook in bulk – things like homemade soup either freeze down really well – or if you don’t 

have the facility to freeze, will last for 3 or 4 days in a refrigerator.   Cooking in bulk this way at times 

when you feel like it, will help on those days when cooking feels like too much effort – hopefully 

there will always be healthy meal to fall back on.  

The National Mental Health Charity, Mind have lots of information and tips on their website.  

www.mind.org.uk 

 

Exercise 

Exercise is important for our mental and physical health   

Appropriate levels of exercise has many benefits – as 

already mentioned, it boosts serotonin.  Exercise can also: 

• release tension and anxiety – exercise releases cortisol which helps us to manage stress, and 

being physically active can give your brain something to focus on  

• boost self-confidence as you getter better and more confident in your chosen activity 

• help to keep your heart healthy 

• Improves sleep by getting rid of excess energy and making you feel more tired.  

It is not always easy to motivate to exercise during winter, especially if you preference is for 

outdoors exercise.  Take advantage of those crisp winter days, but also 

look out for opportunities to exercise indoors. Things like swimming or yoga. Joining an exercise 

group can have the added benefit of connecting with other people.  Contact your local library, 

community centre or UCAN centre or use the CVS Find  a Group function to see what is on locally – 

or just crank up the music and dance while you wash up or clean.   

 

Socialise  

Keep connecting with people – it is important.  Loneliness can 

seriously affect both your physical and mental health.   

It can be hard to motivate to get out and see people when 

the days are short and the weather may not be very inviting.  

Connecting with others is important – especially if the long 

nights keep you in more during the evening, and you live 

alone.  

Try to make plans in advance so that there are points in the week when you know that you will see 

other people…invite friends round, arrange to meet in town, join one of the many groups that 

operate around Bolton, or even try volunteering!!!  Again, contact your local library or community 

centre, or use the Find a Group Function to see what’s going on. 

http://www.mind.org.uk/


 

Think about other ways to connect.  These days communication tends to be very fast – text, e-mail, 

WhatsApp, Facebook, Instagram.  Some of you might remember the days of the pen pal –and when 

we used to keep in touch by letter writing.  Remember how lovely it was to receive a letter from 

someone you cared about?   Are there people that you could connect with in this way? Why not 

write a card or letter to someone.  Imagine someone’s face when they pick up a cheery note 

amongst the bills and freepost and it will have the added benefit of giving you something positive 

and focused to do.   

Or pick up the phone and have a good old natter……. 

 

Surviving Christmas  

Love it or hate it – it comes along every year, right slap bang in the 

middle of winter and there is little escape from it.  Shops, 

television, newspapers and magazines, social media etc. – it is 

everywhere from somewhere around the beginning of November 

right through to Christmas Day.  

Whatever your personal situation or your feelings about Christmas, 

it can be stressful and difficult.  Planning for Christmas and any 

difficulties that you may face can help and empower you, so that 

you are able to have the Christmas that is right for you.   See 

BAND’s Coping With Christmas sheet. 

 

Find the things you like about winter – and enjoy them!   

There is much to enjoy about winter:  Frost on a spider’s web, 

glinting in the sun.  A hot chocolate with marshmallows on a 

cold day – or even a mulled wine.  The feel of a snuggly scarf.  

Getting into your pyjamas and sitting with a blanket on the 

couch watching a feel good film – or sitting round the table 

with people you care about playing a board game.  The crunch 

of frozen leaves under your feet.  The smell of the earth after 

heavy rain.  Beautiful sunsets at a time of day when I am awake 

enough to enjoy it.  Finding somewhere with an open fire and watching the flames dance. 

 

If you do find that you are experiencing low mood, and if it persists for more than a couple of weeks, 

seek help.  You can get support from your GP surgery, or from a mental health charity such as BAND. 

Contact details: 

BAND: 01204 380643 
e-mail: band@family-action.org.uk  
 
Samaritans: 116 123 

mailto:band@family-action.org.uk

