Get outside this winter – even if it is cold!
When the weather forecast reveals digits lower than your shoe size, it can take everything you have just to scrape up
enough gumption to get off the couch. That’s because, when there’s a deep freeze going on, it’s only natural to want
to hibernate, says John Sharp, M.D., a clinical psychiatrist, Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD) specialist at BethIsrael Deaconess Medical Center in Boston. Yet, sequestering yourself indoors is hardly the way to feel any better.
Though the urge to shelter in place is strong, it’s much better for your mental and physical health if you put on
(what feels like) all of your clothes and go outside anyway. Research shows that hibernating for long stretches of
time, though it feels mighty compelling, isn’t really meant for humans. “Too little sunlight is stressful and affects
our emotional and physical wellbeing, making us vulnerable to being pessimistic and fatigued,” says Sharp. Also,
it throws your circadian rhythms way off, which can have a detrimental ripple effect on your health. Circadian
rhythms are responsible for more than just your sleep/wake cycles — they keep everything from your moods to
your digestion in check.
Exposure to daylight, even in small amounts, can help keep your circadian rhythms in check, but it can also do so
much more. Here are five reasons to suit up and head outside — even though it’s freezing out.
1. It’ll lift your mood
Natural daylight does a bang-up job of raising your serotonin (one of your body’s feel-good chemicals) levels.
“Physiologically, we know serotonin levels in the brain are lowest in winter. Going outside can increase positive
mood and alleviate depression,” says Kathryn A. Roecklein, Ph.D., associate professor, Department of
Psychology at the University of Pittsburgh. Roecklien conducted a study revealing how light therapy can help
those with seasonal mood disorders. “We know that inside light levels are lower than outside light levels. And we
know winter light levels are lower than summer light levels. So being inside for a majority of the winter may be a
double strike in terms of getting the light we need for energy levels, alertness, mood and cognitive functioning,”
she explains.
2. You’ll get a dose of vitamin D
Vitamin D promotes calcium absorption (and thus boost bone health), reduces inflammation and promotes
immune function. It also helps lift serotonin levels and keep your moods even during bouts of cabin fever, says
Sharp. He recommends bundling up and taking in at least 10 minutes of sun during a brisk walk to get your dose.
3. It’s an opportunity to be mindful
If you’re going out for that walk try to save the texts and phone calls for when you’re back inside. A brisk mindful
walk outside while being present and noticing your experience, or exercise if you can stand it, will boost
dopamine levels, which can also stave off the cold weather blues, says Sharp.
4. It can improve your memory
When considering where to go outdoors, a walk in the park can improve your memory better than an urban safari.
One University of Michigan study tested how scenery affected the brain’s cognitive function of two groups of
people. Researchers found those who walked around an arboretum showed an improved ability to recall by almost
20 percent, while those who walked around the city didn’t really improve. “Interacting with nature can have
similar effects as meditating," said one of the researchers, Marc Berman, in a University of Michigan newsletter.
"People don't have to enjoy the walk to get the benefits. We found the same benefits when it was 80 degrees and
sunny over the summer as when the temperatures dropped to 25 degrees in January. The only difference was that
participants enjoyed the walks more in the spring and summer than in the dead of winter."
5. It charges up your immune system
One Japanese study measured the ability of “forest bathing,” or a short, leisurely spin around a forest, to improve
immunity. Researchers found that forest bathing decreased stress hormones and increased intracellular anti-cancer
proteins. Plus, exercise, even walking out in the cold, may help keep illness at bay because it flushes bacteria out
of your airways and lungs, according to MedlinePlus, a website from the U.S. National Library of Medicine.
www.commonhealth.virginia.gov
The contents of the CommonHealth weekly emails may be reprinted from an outside resource in the area of health, safety, and
wellness and is intended to provide one or more views on a topic. These views do not necessarily represent the views of the
Commonwealth of Virginia, CommonHealth, or any particular agency and are offered for educational purposes. If you have
questions or concerns about this article, please email us at wellness@dhrm.virginia.gov
credit: https://www.nbcnews.com/better/health/5-good-reasons-go-outside-even-when-it-s-freezing-ncna843331

