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Ah, winter! Season of  
snows, frosty cheeks,  
and shortened days...
Some people would prefer to skip it 
altogether, but what would the holiday 
season be without winter? There are all the 

other celebrations too. Don’t forget all the fun 
things to do, like skiing, skating, snowshoeing, 

snowboarding. And that’s just scraping the surface. No 
need to give up walking and running either—just take a 
few precautions and dress for the weather. The bottom 
line is there’s no excuse not to get out there and enjoy 
yourself all winter long!

This guide is designed to give you the lowdown on 
potential winter pains and pitfalls so you can prevent and 
deal with whatever the season has in store. Follow these 
tips for you and your family and most of all, savour the 
joys of winter to the fullest!

LET IT SNOW, 
   LET IT SNOW, 
      LET IT SNOW!
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4 WINTER pains & pitfalls

DRY SKIN
Pretty much everyone suffers from dry skin at one time or another, 
particularly in winter with its dry outside air, cold, and low indoor 
humidity. Skin gets rough, itchy, wrinkly, and can develop rashes and 
cracks. When your skin isn’t properly hydrated, it can be more than 
just uncomfortable—the dryness can aggravate medical conditions like 
eczema and psoriasis. 

The surface of the skin is naturally protected by a thin layer made up 
mostly of oils, water, and skin cells. When something happens to that 
barrier, skin dries out and becomes more sensitive. 

Fortunately there are ways to prevent and eliminate skin dryness. 

The following table has tips on what to do—and what not to do—to 
keep your skin healthy and hydrated.



5Guide for a healthy winter

DRY SKIN
AVOID INSTEAD, TRY TO
Avoid direct skin exposure to the 
wind or very cold air.

Protect your skin by wearing a 
scarf and gloves or mittens.

Avoid very dry air. When indoors, keep the 
thermostat to around 20ºC and 
use a humidifier to keep the 
relative humidity at around 40%.

Avoid lengthy baths or showers 
with very hot water.

Take a 5- to 10-minute bath or 
shower with lukewarm water 
once a day. 

Use a moisturizing cream 
regularly, ideally within 3 minutes 
of getting out, while your skin is 
still moist.

Avoid scented soaps. They’re 
more likely to irritate your skin.

Use a soap-free cleanser (ask 
your health professional about 
these).

Avoid direct contact with strong 
cleaning products and other 
irritants.

Always wear rubber gloves when 
handling strong products that 
irritate skin.

Avoid smoking. It causes blood 
vessels to contract, which 
reduces the supply of oxygen 
and nutrients that nourish  
your skin.

Drink six to eight glasses of 
water or caffeine- and alcohol-
free beverages daily to hydrate 
your skin from the inside.
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Moisturizing Your Skin: How and How Much
The trick to moisturizing your skin properly is to use enough moisturizing 
cream one or more times daily. Moisturizing creams work best when 
applied right after a bath or shower while your skin is still moist. You can 
also reapply throughout the day, after washing your hands for instance 
or before going out in the cold. 

If you have eczema or psoriasis, you should know that keeping your 
skin hydrated really helps relieve your symptoms. Properly hydrated skin 
also responds better to drug therapy. The Eczema Society of Canada 
recommends applying the right amount of moisturizer to the whole 
body at least twice a day, saving medicated creams for the red, rough, 
itchy areas or as your doctor recommends.

The “Best” Moisturizing Cream
There’s no miracle formula for the “best” moisturizer.  
The best cream is one that’s used often and in the 
right amount. There are however a few things you 
can look for on the package to find one less likely 
to irritate your skin. The words “fragrance-free” and 
“non-irritating” are promising, as are the Eczema 
Society of Canada and Canadian Dermatology  
Association logos. The  
most important thing  
though is to find a cream  
you like and that works  
for you—and get that  
skin moisturized! 
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Cracked Hands
When your hands get really dry, cracks can appear. Extremely dry skin 
tends to crack, particularly on fingertips and knuckles. This can be quite 
painful, and the cracks can bleed and get infected. The moisturizers 
that work best for cracked hands are called barrier-repair moisturizers 
and have a thicker, richer texture. Hand sanitizer should be avoided, 
since it contains alcohol, which can sting and dry out skin even more. 
Ask your health professional for advice.

Chapped Lips
It’s important to care for your lips in winter with a lip balm rated at 
least 30 SPF. Avoid formulations with camphor or menthol—they 
can cause irritation and make chapping worse. Some lipsticks and lip 
glosses also have drying effects, so it’s a good idea to do without for 
a while if you’re experiencing a lot of dryness. Dry lips can split, bleed, 
and become very sore. Don’t hesitate to ask your health professional, 
who’ll help you find something to clear this up, or prevent it from 
happening in the first place.



FROSTBITE
You have to protect your skin from the cold if you want to enjoy the 
great outdoors frostbite free. Frostbite is what happens when your skin 
gets so cold it actually freezes. The parts of the body most commonly 
affected are fingers, toes, cheeks, noses, and ears. Milder conditions, 
such as frostnip and chilblains, are less dangerous but can turn serious 
if frostbite sets in. Here are differences so you can tell them apart:

FROSTNIP AND 
CHILBLAINS

FROSTBITE*

Partial loss of sensation in the 
hands, feet, face, or exposed 
skin. Skin becomes numb or 
tingly. 

Complete loss of sensation in the 
affected area. 

Skin becomes flushed then turns 
white. Swelling or blisters may 
also occur. 

Skin is hard and cold to the touch. 
Light skin turns waxy and white, 
while dark or black skin may turn 
pink to red. 

* Frostbite is a serious condition that can lead to long-term or  
 permanent loss of sensation in the affected area. In severe cases  
 it may even call for full or partial amputation of the affected  
 area (e.g., ears, nose, lips, fingers, toes, etc.). 
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FROSTBITE
4 Ways to Keep from Freezing

1. Watch the forecast 
The risk of freezing depends on the perceived temperature 
outside, i.e., the wind chill. Wind chill factors indicate how cold 
the temperature actually feels on exposed skin. When exposed 
to cold temperatures and high winds at the same time, your 
body loses some of its ability to stay warm. It cools down—and 
skin freezes—more quickly. When the wind chill is between  
−28 and −39°C, the risk of frostbite is high, and exposed skin can 
freeze in 10 to 30 minutes. Higher winds can freeze you even faster. 
So don’t stay outside too long and be sure to dress appropriately so 
you’re protected from the cold.
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2. Dress up warm and stay dry
Dressing warm means bundling up and dressing in layers. Cover your 
head, face, ears, nose, hands, and feet, since your extremities tend 
to freeze first. It’s recommended to wear at least two pairs of socks 
(or lined socks) and three layers of clothing. The first layer should 
be close fitting to wick away perspiration, and the outermost layer 
should be insulated. Synthetics such as nylon are the most wind- and 
water-resistant and allow your skin to “breathe.”

Your boots should be waterproof, and lined socks 
help absorb dampness to keep your feet dry. 

It’s best not to wear 100% cotton because 
cotton fibres retain perspiration and other 

moisture. Better choices are wool, 
synthetics, or polyester-cotton blends.

TIP
There are some handy 

accessories out there to keep 
your feet and hands from 

getting cold. You can get insulated 
or heated insoles, for example, 

or little heat packs (hand warmers 
and foot warmers) you can slip 

into your boots or mittens.  
But make sure to read and 

follow the instructions  
though—you don’t want to 

burn yourself. 
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3. Keep moving 
Movement keeps the blood flowing to your tissues so they can fight 
the cold. Walking or jumping up and down are good ways to keep 
your feet warm. It’s better to maintain a constant level of full-body 
activity rather than just moving parts like fingers or toes.

And remember to take regular breaks in warm, sheltered places.

4. Eat and drink 
Hunger and thirst lead to cold, so be sure to eat and keep yourself 
hydrated when you’re outdoors for a while. Stay clear of alcoholic 
beverages though. They can reduce your body temperature and 
even bring on hypothermia.

Hypothermia: The Basics
Hypothermia happens when the body is exposed 
to cold temperatures for too long. It’s defined as a 
body core temperature below 35°C (measured orally). 
Hypothermia is a serious health condition and can lead 
to loss of consciousness as well as breathing and heart 
problems. The rule of thumb is that if you’re out in 
the cold and your fingers or toes get so numb you feel 
clumsier and or start having coordination problems, 
you’re probably in the early stages of hypothermia. 

Take it as a sign that it’s time to get inside and  
warm up! 
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If You Notice Frostbite Symptoms 
The first and most important thing to do is to get out of the cold. 
Once you’re inside, you can take off any wet or damp clothes. Next you 
need to get your body warmed up. Warm blankets and skin-to-skin 
contact with another person are the best ways to do that. Warm, wet 
compresses may also be applied to the frostbitten area. Avoid rubbing 
the skin, exposing the affected area to direct heat, or putting it in 
hot water. This can cause further damage to the skin and make the 
problem worse. Watch out for skin discolouration or blisters, which can 
be signs of a more serious condition. If you notice any, see a healthcare 
professional as soon as possible.

FICTION 
Your tongue won’t really stick  
to a frozen flagpole. 

FACT
Oops—this one’s not just an urban legend. Your lips and tongue are 
wet, so they really can stick to metal objects at temperatures below 
freezing. So if you’re tempted to take that double-dog-dare and lick 
a flagpole in winter, you’d better be ready to stick around for a while.

If you happen to come across someone in that awkward position, one 
recommendation is to pour warm (not hot) water over their tongue at 
the point of contact. Then you can gently help them pull away, a little 
at a time. Get them to a healthcare professional if there’s any damage. 
You can read more about this at redcross.ca—the Canadian Red Cross 
website. 
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Five Winter Necessities and Five Good 
Reasons to Love Them
Scarf and balaclava: They protect your 
face and warm up the air you breathe.

Mittens: They’re warmer  
than gloves.

Tuque: It keeps heat from  
escaping through your head.

Boots: They keep you  
from slipping (and keep  
your feet warm).

TIP
Make sure your winter 

boots have treads that grip 
the snow and don’t slip on ice. 

You can also get boots with  
cleats, which can come in  

handy sometimes. Remember  
to slow down when it’s slippery  

and be sure to grab onto  
something if you 

need it. 
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SUNBURN
Looking forward to a ski day in the great outdoors? Don’t forget to 
protect yourself from the sun whenever you’re outside, even in winter. 
The sun’s rays are just as bad in winter—or even worse, because they’re 
reflected off the snow. Snow is like a mirror, reflecting about 85% of 
the sun’s UV radiation back at you for your second dose, in addition 
to what you absorb directly. Not only that, the atmosphere up in the 
mountains doesn’t filter out as much radiation as it does lower down, 
so you get even more UV. Put it all together and the bottom line is that 
you sunburn even faster in winter.

The sun’s UV radiation comes in different wavelengths, including UVA 
and UVB. UVB radiation causes sunburn, but prolonged or repeated 
exposure to UVA leads to premature skin aging—causing liver spots, 
wrinkles, loss of elasticity, and so forth—and can contribute to the 
development of skin cancers.

Protecting your skin is important, and 
here are some handy ways to do that.

DID YOU
KNOW?
You can’t get a  

sunburn through 
a window, but the sun 

can still cause skin  
damage and  

premature aging.
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SUNBURN
Tips for Protecting Your Skin in Winter
1. Choose a broad-spectrum sunscreen—one that blocks 

both UVA and UVB radiation—with an SPF rating of 
at least 30. Ask your healthcare professional about it.

2. Apply it generously to areas exposed to the sun about 
20 minutes before you go outside.

3. Reapply every two hours.

4. Check the expiry date. If your sunscreen’s been 
exposed to high temperatures (say, in a car in the 
sun), it’s best to replace it after a year.

5. Protect your lips with a minimum SPF 30 lip balm.

6. Cover as much skin as you can! Wear a tuque and 
balaclava with sunglasses or ski goggles. Not only will 
your skin and eyes be protected from the sun, you’ll 
be warm too.
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SOS Sunburn Relief
Cold-weather sunburns most commonly affect the face, since you’re 
more likely to leave it uncovered. You can treat a sunburn with 
warm, moist compresses. Make sure to keep your skin hydrated with 
a fragrance-free cream. Over-the-counter painkillers can also help 
ease sunburn pain. Don’t hesitate to ask your healthcare professional  
for advice.

Lastly, remember to put on sunscreen and keep 
your sunburn covered up as much as possible to 
avoid re-exposure to solar radiation and further 
damage to your skin. Severe sunburn (for example 
with blistering) requires professional medical 
attention.
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Don’t Neglect Your Eyes wear  
Sunglasses or Ski Goggles
Sunglasses or goggles can protect your eyes from wind, 
cold, snow, UV radiation, and glare reflected off the 
snow. Eye protection can also reduce eyestrain and 
help prevent cataracts and some types of inflammation. 
Look for a UV Protection Index of 3 or  
4 and ask a specialist for advice on  
choosing the right lens colour, which  
can vary depending on weather  
conditions and what you’re doing.
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INJURY-FREE SNOW SHOVELLING

For most people, snow shovelling is one of biggest drawbacks of winter. 
Not only is it quite physically demanding, it can cause back, shoulder, 
and neck pain as well as heart and respiratory problems.

It’s important to take certain principles into account and go about it 
the right way if you want to shovel safely all winter long. You’ll find 
more details (in French) on the website of the OPPQ Physiotherapists 
Association: oppq.qc.ca.

1. Do a few minutes of bends and stretches  
 before you start shovelling to get your muscles  
 warmed up.
2. Wear appropriate winter gear to prevent frostbite.
3. Use proper shovelling technique to protect  
 your back:
  Plant your feet hip-width apart.

  Position your hands shoulder-width  
  apart on the shovel handle.

  Lift the snow by bending  
  your knees without bending  
  forward so that you’re using  
  your thigh muscles rather  
  than your back.

  Don’t throw snow more  
  than 4 feet (1.3 metres)  
  in the air.

If you have  
heart disease or other 
serious physical issues, 

it might be better to use 
a snowblower or a snow 

removal service.

Food for thought!
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The Right Shovel for the Job 
 The snow pusher–type is what’s best for 
pushing snow. It also spares you from 
having to lift it up.

 Metal snow shovels are only 
good for breaking up ice, 
otherwise they’re too heavy.

 Ergonomic snow shovels—
actually your shovel should 
always have an ergonomic 
handle and should come 
up to your chest.

INJURY-FREE SNOW SHOVELLING

  Take regular breaks and work at a pace that doesn’t  
  tire you out too much. If you feel faint or get a twinge,  
  call it quits.

  Always stay hydrated. Shovelling is intense, so you can  
  really work up a sweat and may not realize you’re thirsty  
  because of the cold.

DID YOU 
KNOW?

You should avoid strenuous  
physical activity, like shovelling 

snow or running, when it’s 
extremely cold out. Cold weather 

means your heart is already  
working harder, and the additional 

strain increases your risk  
of heart attack and  
respiratory distress.
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COLD OR FLU?
It’s winter, and someone has a runny nose 
with a bit of a cough. Time for the eternal 
question: Is it the flu, or just a cold? The first 
thing to know is that there’s a noticeable 
difference in the intensity of symptoms. 
More often than not, a cold is no big deal, 
but the flu, i.e., influenza, is a much tougher 
customer. The table that follows shows the 
differences between the common cold and 
the flu so you can tell which is which and 
treat accordingly.

You usually don’t  
need to see a doctor when 
you feel a cold or the flu 

coming on. Often it’s better 
just to stay home. It stops 

the virus from spreading and 
lets you rest up and  

feel better.
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COLD OR FLU?
Symptoms* Flu Cold
Fever - Common

- Sudden onset
- Temperature between  
 38°C and 40°C  
 (100.4°F to 104°F)

Rare

Cough Common with sudden 
onset

Common, but light  
to moderate with  
expectoration (phlegm)

Headache Common and often 
severe

Rare

Aches and pains Common and often 
severe

Rare

Fatigue - Common and severe
- Duration: A few days  
 or more

Common, but mild

Nausea and vomiting - Common, particularly  
 among children 
- Rare for adults
- Often accompanied  
 by stomach pain and  
 diarrhea in children

Common, but mild

Stuffy and runny nose Rare Common
Sneezing Rare Common
Sore throat Common Common

* Symptoms may vary depending on age and general health. For more information: 
 http://sante.gouv.qc.ca/conseils-et-prevention/differences-entre-la-grippe-et-le-rhume 
 September 27, 2016 version.
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When Complications Develop
Cold and flu symptoms generally go away by themselves in 7 to 
10 days. However, certain people have a higher risk of complications. 
These include elderly people, young children, pregnant women, and 
people with certain chronic diseases.

The flu in particular can lead to serious complications like pneumonia 
or dehydration. Viral infections like these weaken the immune systems, 
leaving us vulnerable to secondary infections such as bronchitis, 
sinusitis, or otitis media. For people considered vulnerable, the results 
can unfortunately lead straight to the hospital and even worse problems. 
Here are some things to watch for. If any of the following occurs, see a 
healthcare professional:

 Trouble breathing, shortness of breath, or wheezing

 Fever that increases or doesn’t go away

 Signs of significant dehydration (inability to urinate,  
 excessive thirst)

 Intense headache, earache, or facial pain that persists or increases

 Symptoms that persist or increase after 7 to 10 days
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Relieving Cold and Flu Symptoms
Cold and flu symptoms respond well to rest, plenty of fluids, and well-
managed doses of medications. Remember that your body is losing 
fluids through perspiration whenever you have a fever. That’s why it’s 
important to drink, often and a lot. Water, juice, milk, and broth are 
all just what the doctor ordered. Fever and pain can be treated with 
over-the-counter drugs. Ask your healthcare professional to help you 
avoid taking multiple medications with the same ingredients or that 
may interact with medications you’re already taking.

Dos and Don’ts for Treating a Fever
DO
Follow your health professional’s recommendations about 
over-the-counter drugs for children or adults that can 
help bring that temperature down. Light clothing is also 
recommended, as well as keeping the temperature in the 
room no higher than 21°C. Moist compresses can also  
be applied to the body.

DON’T
Take a bath in cold water or use cold compresses.  
Not only are they extremely unpleasant, but they also  
cause chills or make them worse. Don’t use rubbing  
alcohol on children. It can be poisonous and does  
nothing to relieve fever anyway.
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FACT AND  
FICTION
ABOUT COLDS AND FLU

FICTION 
“You need antibiotics  
if you want to get over  
a cold or flu fast.”

FACT
Colds and flu are both caused by viruses. Antibiotics don’t affect viruses. 
They’re drugs used for fighting bacteria. Against a cold or the flu they’re 
not just useless, they simply don’t work.
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FICTION 
“I got a flu shot, so I can’t  
get a cold or the flu.”

FACT
The first thing to know is that the FLU shot is 
for the FLU and not for colds or infections caused 
by bacteria. Also, the influenza virus comes in many 
different varieties, known as strains, any one of which can give you 
the flu. Unfortunately, there’s no way to cover every strain of the 
virus in a single vaccine. Still, vaccination is the best way to prevent 
the disease, because it’s designed to cover the worst strains. It’s also 
worth bearing in mind that the flu shot also reduces the duration and 
severity of the flu as well as the risk of complications. So if you still 
get the flu even though you’ve been vaccinated, chances are you’ll 
be back on your feet sooner, won’t be as sick, and won’t experience 
complications. So check with your health professional to find out the 
dates for next vaccination campaign!

DID YOU 
KNOW?

Many people can get 
vaccinated free. Ask your 

health professional.
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FICTION 
“Vitamin C prevents colds and flu.”

FACT
Some people mistakenly believe that 
that vitamin C can prevent colds and 
the flu. Sadly, there’s not a single study 
that supports that belief, no matter 
how much vitamin C you take.



27Guide for a healthy winter

FICTION 
“There’s no escaping colds and flu— 
they’re in the air.”

FACT
Sure, cold and flu viruses spread on tiny droplets sprayed into the air 
when people with the virus cough or sneeze. Or by direct contact with 
infected secretions. Or when people rub their eyes, nose, or mouth 
after shaking hands with an infected person or touching something 
that’s contaminated. That means that besides the flu shot, the best 
way to prevent colds and flu is just basic hygiene—hand washing, 
cleaning things you touch, sneezing or coughing into your elbow—and 
being careful around people who are already infected.

Clean
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GASTROENTERITIS
Winter is also holiday season, which means lots of opportunities to 
get together with friends, family, and co-workers! However, festivities 
that put people in close contact with each other also make it easier for 
microbes to be transmitted from person to person.

Gastroenteritis, or stomach flu, is a good example. It’s a very contagious 
infection that’s common in fall and winter, especially during the holidays.

Gastroenteritis causes lining inflamation of the stomach and intestine, 
which triggers diarrhea and vomiting. Although the infection can be 
caused by a virus, bacteria, or parasite, the norovirus is the most 
common culprit.

Symptoms include cramps, vomiting, and diarrhea—all guaranteed 
to make you feel really awful. The bright side is that gastroenteritis 
symptoms usually last only 24 to 72 hours. You may also get a light 
fever, headaches, and stiffness.

You should stay at home and avoid contact with others as long as you 
have symptoms because the infection is very contagious. For treating 
gastroenteritis, make sure you take plenty of FLUIDS. You can get 
severely dehydrated because your body loses considerable amounts 
of water and minerals. To keep yourself hydrated you can prepare a 
homemade oral rehydration solution or, even better, use a commercial 
solution available from your drugstore. Ask your health professional for 
advice.
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GASTROENTERITIS
Tips for Keeping Your Body 
Hydrated

  When possible, use store-bought 
rehydration solutions and follow the 
directions on the package.

  Keep the prepared solution in the 
refrigerator so it will taste better longer.

  Take small sips at frequent intervals (If 
you drink too much, too fast, you’ll just 
make the nausea and vomiting worse.)

  Start drinking fluids as soon as the 
vomiting or diarrhea starts and continue  
till symptoms disappear.

Recipe for a homemade oral rehydration solution  
(to be used as a temporary fix)

Ingredient Quantity
Bottled or boiled water (cooled) 2½ cups (600 ml)
Unsweetened orange juice 1½ cups (360 ml) 

Table salt ½ tsp. (2.5 ml) 

The solution will keep for 12 hours at room temperature and 24 hours 
in the refrigerator. It’s very important to measure each ingredient 
carefully.

Some oral  
rehydration solutions  

come in the form of frozen 
Mr. Freezie-type sticks. 

They’re a great  
alternative, especially  

for children.
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To Eat or Not to Eat When You Have 
Gastroenteritis
Ideally you should try to eat as normally as possible. Eating will help 
you get better and stronger faster. Not eating can actually prolong the 
diarrhea. Rice, bananas, and applesauce are good examples of foods to 
start with. It’s better to avoid very sweet, fatty, or spicy foods. But above 
all, choose foods that you like and find easy to digest.

INCUBATION  
1 to 3 days

When to See a Doctor
You usually don’t need to see a doctor if you have 
gastroenteritis. However, be sure to visit a healthcare 
professional in the following situations:

 Children under 6 months

 Diarrhea or vomiting that persists (or gets worse) for 
more than 48 to 72 hours

 Vomiting that continues for more than four hours at a 
time and makes it impossible to rehydrate

 High fever that persists for more than 24 to 48 hours

 Blood in stools (black stools) or vomit (dark lumps)

 Painful abdominal cramps that get worse

 Symptoms of dehydration (e.g., no urination for more 
than 6 hours, crying without tears (children), dark 
circles under the eyes or sunken eyes, excessive thirst 
or dry mouth, fatigue, irritability, excessive sleepiness)
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Gastroenteritis Timeline 

SICK FOR 
24 to 72 hours 
(Stools may be loose for  
7 to 10 days)

CONTAGIOUS AFTER   
Especially in the first  
48 hours, but also for  
7 to 10 days

-3 -2 -1 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

INCUBATION  
1 to 3 days
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WINTER BLUES
Making it through the winter blues… Getting up before the sun in the 
morning and coming home from work after the sun’s gone down isn’t 
always easy! Some people have little trouble getting used to the lack of 
light, but others get the winter blues, usually in January and February. 
A few people get a more severe form, called seasonal depression.

The most common type of seasonal depression starts in the fall, 
around the month of October, gets worse in January and February, and 
gradually disappears when the nice weather returns in April. When the 
loss of energy and moodiness gets so bad that it’s no longer possible 
to function normally, there’s a good chance that your “winter blues” are 
actually seasonal depression. This condition can come back each year 
at the same time in a repeating cycle.

Knowing When You Have It
Most people with this disorder start experiencing depression and a loss 
of energy in the fall. They often sleep more, eat more, and gain weight.
However symptoms can vary from person to person and weight loss 
and insomnia can also occur. There can be other signals, such as loss of 
interest and enjoyment, the feeling of living or thinking in slow motion, 
trouble concentrating, and an overwhelming feeling of guilt.
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WINTER BLUES
Unlike the “blues,” seasonal depression keeps you from functioning 
normally at work and at home, which can have a big impact on 
quality of life. If you have this condition, don’t hesitate to ask a health 
professional for advice.

What Causes the Winter Blues
Seasonal depression is thought to be an exaggerated response to 
seasonal changes. As the days get shorter in fall and winter, our 
sleep-wake cycle is disturbed. When it’s dark out in the evening, the 
brain secretes the sleep hormone, melatonin. Usually the morning light 
makes the brain stop secreting melatonin so we 
can wake up. But in winter we have to crawl 
out of bed when it’s still dark, and since the 
sun sets earlier, the body produces more 
melatonin. This can make you sleepier 
and affect the fragile balance between 
the various chemicals in your brain 
that influence your mood.

DID YOU
KNOW?

A lack of exposure to  
sunlight can lead to a vitamin D 

deficiency. So it may be a  
good idea to take a  

supplement from October  
to April. Ask your health  
professional for advice.

AND SEASONAL 
DEPRESSION
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A Few Tips to Help You  
Through Winter
1. Phototherapy

Treatment with light, or phototherapy, is thought to be one of the 
best ways to beat seasonal depression as it usually gives good 
results. You should buy a lamp specially designed for this purpose 
because it needs to emit a minimum light intensity. Using your 
bedside lamp or a flashlight won’t work. Ask your health professional 
for advice. Small, affordable, mobile lamps are now available.

Light therapy is easy. You generally need to face the light for about 
20 to 30 minutes a day throughout fall and winter. See the box 
on the next page for some tips on choosing and using your light 
therapy lamp.
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Getting the Most Out  
of Phototherapy

 Look for a 10,000-lux lamp with an  
ultraviolet filter.

 Use your lamp for 20 to 30 minutes a day,  
preferably in the morning. Face the lamp but  
don’t look directly at it. You can try reading,  
eating breakfast, or fixing your hair while  
you’re there.

 Make sure you put the lamp at the distance 
recommended by the manufacturer.

 For best results, start the treatment in the fall  
and continue through the winter.

 You might start feeling a little better after the  
first week, but for some people it takes two  
to four weeks to really do much.
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2. Physical activity 
Exposure to natural light can be a big boost. Even if it’s cold out, dress 
warmly and go outside! Practice a winter sport or physical activity 
you like, because it’s well known that exercise improves moral and 

boosts energy levels. Not only does your body 
take in more oxygen, your brain secretes 

endorphins, which create a feeling of 
wellbeing. So all you have to do is choose 

your favourite sport: walking, running, 
skiing, snowboarding, snowshoeing, 
skating...

For those  
of you who really  

don’t like the cold, why  
not sign up for something 

indoors? There’s lots of  
options—swimming,  

aerobics, yoga, spinning,  
and more. 

Have fun!
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3. Sleep routine
Since the lack of light affects our sleep-wake cycle, it’s particularly 
important to establish a good sleep routine in the winter. For 
example, you should get up in the morning and go to bed at 
night at regular times and avoid napping in the middle of the day. 
Limit your consumption of alcohol, caffeine, and other stimulating 
substances like chocolate, energy drinks, and tea in the evening. 
Although alcohol can put you to sleep faster, sleep quality suffers 
and you’re more likely to wake up during the night. For more tips 
and advice, ask your healthcare professional.

Still feeling the winter blues? If so, see a healthcare professional, who 
can assess your condition, and possibly prescribe medication. This can 
be another option for relief from depression and help you feel better 
generally.



38 WINTER pains & pitfalls

Conclusion
This guide is intended as a handy day-to-day tool to help you prevent 
and deal with the pains and pitfalls of winter. Remember to bundle up 
warm, keep your skin well hydrated, and put on sunscreen when you 
venture out into the great outdoors. Keep in mind that when it’s really 
cold out, your skin can freeze quite quickly, so it’s important to take 
frequent warmup breaks indoors. Follow the tips in this guide to keep 
your spirits up, and see a healthcare professional if something keeps 
you from functioning normally or affects your quality of life. One more 
thing—Even though shovelling snow is part of winter, you don’t have to 
get hurt doing it if you take a few precautions. Here’s to winter!
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Sources and Useful Links
Canadian Dermatology Association 
www.dermatology.ca

Eczema Society of Canada 
www.eczemahelp.ca

Familiprix website 
www.familiprix.com

Government of Canada website  
www.healthycanadians.gc.ca

Government of Quebec website: 
Portail santé mieux-être
www.sante.gouv.qc.ca

Ordre professionnel de la physiothérapie du Québec 
www.oppq.qc.ca

Profession Santé 
www.professionsante.ca
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Dry Skin
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Injury-free Snow Shovelling

Cold or Flu? 

Gastroenteritis

“Winter Blues” and  
Seasonal Depression

Plan to Stay in Shape Today

Only pharmacists are responsible for the professional activities of the  
pharmacy practice. They use various tools such as the PSST!  
(Plan to Stay in Shape Today) program.


