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Those winter days have now arrived and we are all noticing the shorter daylight hours 

and colder weather.  It is quite natural for us at this time of year to feel the urge to 
take on some hibernating activities such as eating more (especially carbohydrates and 

sugars), sleeping longer, and generally feeling less inclined to do as much as we would 

do in the summer months; a movie snuggled under a duvet can seem very appealing.  
These seasonal changes can also bring about other physical and mental changes for 

many, especially for us in the UK where there are large changes in both the weather 
and daylight hours in the different seasons. 

The affect that these shorter days has on people should be thought of as a continuum; 
at one end some people are not affected at all by seasonal changes, at the other end of 
the scale about 3% of the UK population suffer from Seasonal Affective Disorder 

(SAD); a debilitating condition where the change to the winter months has a much 
greater impact on mood, energy levels and symptoms of depression.  In the middle, it 

is estimated that about 20% of the UK population experience mild symptoms of SAD 

called the ‘winter blues’ or subsyndromal SAD (1). 

In this article we will look at some self-help tips plus some reflexology techniques for 
you to try if you are feeling any adverse effects from the arrival of winter.  If you 

believe you have SAD and this is adversely affecting your life on a regular basis it is 
important that you book in to see your GP to discuss how you are feeling.  You can also 

find more information about SAD from the websites at the end of the article. 

What causes the winter blues and SAD? 

The exact causes of winter blues and SAD are still unclear. However, there are several 

factors that are thought to contribute to these physical and emotional changes: 
 

 It is believed that the lack of sunlight might interfere with a part of the brain 
called the hypothalamus which helps control sleep, appetite, sex drive, mood and 

energy levels so If there’s not enough light , these functions may slow.   
 Reduced sunlight can also cause a decrease in serotonin, a neurotransmitter 

(brain chemical), which affects mood and can trigger depression.  

 Commonly reported is an increase in melatonin (a hormone produced by the 
pineal gland in the brain) which plays a role in sleep patterns.  When it’s dark, 

the brain produces melatonin which makes us sleep. 
 Lower light levels may affect your body’s biological clock (or Circadian rhythm) 

and also mood.  
 It does tend to have a familial link 

 Other possible triggers can be a traumatic life event such as a bereavement, 
physical illness, a change to diet or medication, or a move to a new climate that 

has shorter days in the winter months. 
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What can help with winter blues and SAD? 

Whilst our body might be telling us it is time to prepare for hibernation, actually we are 
much better off fighting the urges and remaining active as this helps in lifting mood 

and increasing energy levels: 

 Make the most of the hours of light we have; try and take a daily walk in the 
middle of the day and plan weekend trips for a country walk when the weather is 

good. 
 Plan ahead so you don’t end up with a barrage of jobs that need doing at the 

same time – Christmas shop early!   

 Keep stress levels to a minimum – if things begin to get on top of you then 
consider a complementary therapy such as reflexology and try the tips below 

 Healthy diet – whilst you may crave carbohydrates make sure you balance this 
with plenty of fresh fruit and vegetables. 

 Light therapy – consider using a light box to simulate sunlight 

 

How could reflexology help support you through the winter blues? 

Reflexology is a complementary therapy that is based on the theory that different 

points and areas on the feet, lower leg, hands, face and ears correspond with different 
areas of the body. Reflexologists believe that working these points or areas aids 

relaxation and helps improve wellbeing. Reflexology may also help improve mood, 
release tension and aid sleep; helping us to cope better and easing the stresses during 

this transitional time. 

Reflexology is worth a try as three common symptoms that people can experience in 

winter are low mood, poor sleep and feeling stressed.  Reflexology acknowledges that 
every person is a unique individual, it is not possible to know in advance how you will 

react to a treatment.  However after a treatment people often feel very relaxed, may 
sleep better, feel more energised the next day and notice a feeling of improved mood 

and wellbeing.  You may find other things improve as well, but this happens on an 
individual basis - the only way to know if reflexology will help you is to try it! 

N.B. Reflexology is not an alternative to seeking medical help. Reflexologists do not 
diagnose, prescribe or claim to cure. They are there to support your journey. 

Hand Reflexology techniques for you to try yourself! 

The Association of Reflexologists (AoR) has been promoting the use of hand reflexology 
as a means of self-help and have shared a few techniques for you to try on your own 

hands or even better work with a friend or family member and work on each other’s 
hands. The AoR recommends you use hand reflexology for 5 minutes a day or when 

you first start to feel the effects of winter 

It is easier to carry out hand reflexology using a little cream although it can be done 

without. There are also some free videos produced by the AoR (visit www.aor.org.uk 
and click on the You Tube videos) showing a few simple sequences to help you learn. 
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Hand Reflexology to help support the winter blues: 

Perform these moves on both hands: 

Place your thumbs on the solar plexus 

reflex point which is good for calming, 
this is situated in the centre of the 

palm, take 3 deep breaths in through 
your nose and out through your 

mouth.   As you breathe in push gently 
into the reflex point. 

N.B. If you are doing this on yourself do 
one hand at a time 

 

 

Spend time massaging all over each 
thumb, this is the head reflex which 

can help ease tension and calm the 
mind. Three important glands are found 

within the head: the hypothalamus 
(which plays a role in sleep, appetite, sex 

drive, mood and energy levels), the pineal 
gland (co-ordinates our body clock) and 

the pituitary which controls all 
hormones. 

 

Rub over the tip of each thumb, this is 

the brain reflex, to help calm the mind 

 

 

 

 

 

Next rub along the spine reflex to help 

calm the nervous system. Use one 
thumb to rub along the edge of the 

other thumb from the wrist all the way 
to the top, then swap hands 
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Reflexologists believe the adrenal 
gland reflex is particularly good to 

work for anxiety. This reflex can be 
found easily by pinching at the base of 

the ‘V’ at the base of the thumb and 
first finger. Place your thumb and finger 

on the top (dorsal) and bottom (palm) 
and squeeze gently together. 

N.B. The adrenal glands also continue 
to produce small levels of oestrogen 

 

 

Finish with solar plexus reflex again. 

 

 

 

 

 

Where can I find out more about reflexology?  

For more information on reflexology have a look at the Association of Reflexologists 

website. There are interactive hand and foot maps you can look at, plus YouTube 
videos on how to carry out hand reflexology and plenty more useful information on 

Reflexology. 

If you want to see if you can benefit from a Reflexology treatment, there is a ‘find a 

reflexologist’ search, where you can put in your postcode to find a well-trained and 
insured reflexologist local to you 
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(1) https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2015/oct/23/how-do-i-deal-

with-seasonal-affective-disorder 

 

Useful websites for information on SAD 

1. SAD association - www.sada.org.uk 
2. MIND - www.mind.org.uk 
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