Understanding springtime depression and its effects
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As the days lengthen and temperatures rise in the Northern Hemisphere, many individuals are welcoming the arrival of spring. However, for a significant number, this seasonal transition can trigger a lesser-known mental health condition referred to as springtime depression. According to Natalie Buchwald, a lead psychologist at Manhattan Mental Health Counseling, this condition affects thousands of adults each year and is a variant of Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD). Though commonly associated with the cold, dark days of winter, springtime depression can manifest as the weather becomes more inviting, catching many off guard.
Springtime depression typically surfaces as the seasons change, often bringing unwelcome feelings of sadness or anxiety despite the positive connotations of the warmer months. This condition can be perplexing, as it may not be immediately apparent after the clocks move forward, but rather unfold gradually as individuals adjust to the changes in their environment. Symptoms to watch for include feelings of hopelessness, a loss of interest in previously enjoyed activities, difficulties in concentrating, fatigue, and changes in appetite. Additionally, social withdrawal and increased sleep are commonly reported as individuals struggle to cope with the intensified social expectations that accompany spring.
Buchwald highlights the unique pressures of spring, stating, "Seeing others out enjoying the weather while you’re struggling to find the energy to do the same can really make depression worse." This social comparison can escalate feelings of isolation, particularly as the expectation to engage in outdoor activities grows stronger with each passing sunny day. Consequently, those grappling with springtime depression may find themselves feeling increasingly sidelined.
Moreover, the arrival of spring does not only bring forth changes in mood but also an uptick in seasonal allergies. As pollen levels surge, individuals afflicted with allergies often opt to remain indoors, further isolating themselves from social opportunities. Buchwald notes, "The earlier onset of allergy season, thanks to climate change, means that many people are forced to spend even more time indoors, missing out on socialising and outdoor activities." This interplay between allergies and social withdrawal can compound feelings of sadness, potentially worsening the experience of springtime depression.
In addressing this seasonal challenge, there are practical measures that individuals can take to improve their mood and overall mental well-being. Buchwald advises focusing on what she terms "the big three": exercise, sleep, and diet. Engaging in regular physical activity, even in the form of a simple walk outdoors, can stimulate the release of endorphins, known as the body's natural mood elevators. 
Maintaining a consistent sleep schedule is also crucial, as poor sleep quality may exacerbate feelings of fatigue and sadness. Buchwald emphasises the importance of rest, especially as the extended daylight hours can tempt individuals to remain active later into the evening. 
With respect to diet, she recommends incorporating anti-inflammatory foods that are beneficial for both physical and mental health. Nutrient-rich foods such as salmon, avocados, citrus fruits, and dark leafy greens are suggested for their positive effects on brain function and mood regulation. 
As spring approaches with its promise of renewal, it serves as a reminder that not everyone experiences this season with the same enthusiasm, and understanding the nuances of mental health during this time can be crucial for those affected.
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