Light Therapy: A Clinical Approach for Managing Mood Disorders
What is Light Therapy?
Light therapy, also known as phototherapy, involves exposure to bright, artificial light to treat a variety of mood disorders, most commonly Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD), depression, sleep disorders, and circadian rhythm disturbances. The therapy mimics natural sunlight, helping regulate the body’s internal clock and the production of key mood-regulating neurotransmitters, such as serotonin.
In clinical practice, light therapy typically involves using a specialized light box that emits bright white light, usually around 10,000 lux, for a set duration—often in the morning for 20-30 minutes. The intensity and duration of exposure can vary based on individual needs and treatment goals.
How Does Light Therapy Work?
1. Biological Mechanism: Light therapy primarily affects the body’s circadian rhythm, the natural 24-hour cycle that regulates sleep, mood, and other physiological processes. The light exposure helps reset the internal clock, promoting alertness during the day and better sleep at night.
· Melatonin Regulation: Light influences the production of melatonin, a hormone that helps regulate sleep-wake cycles. By suppressing melatonin during the day (especially in the morning), light therapy can promote wakefulness and help combat symptoms of depression and lethargy associated with SAD.
· Serotonin Boost: Exposure to bright light increases the production of serotonin, a neurotransmitter linked to mood regulation. Higher serotonin levels are associated with feelings of well-being and a reduction in depressive symptoms.
2. Impact on Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD): SAD is a subtype of depression that typically occurs in the fall and winter months when natural sunlight exposure is limited. Light therapy has been found to be highly effective in managing SAD, as it compensates for the lack of natural light, helping stabilize mood and energy levels.
· Morning Light Exposure: For most individuals with SAD, light therapy is most effective when used in the early morning, simulating the benefits of morning sunlight. This early exposure helps improve sleep, mood, and energy levels.
3. Treatment of Non-Seasonal Depression: Though originally designed for SAD, light therapy has also shown promise in treating non-seasonal depression, particularly for those who have difficulty with energy and motivation. Light therapy may be used in combination with other treatments like medication and psychotherapy to enhance recovery.
Clinical Applications of Light Therapy
1. Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD):
· Indication: SAD is often diagnosed in individuals who experience depressive symptoms during the fall and winter months, which improve in spring and summer.
· Recommended Treatment: Daily exposure to bright light for about 20-30 minutes in the morning. This can be adjusted depending on individual response and severity of symptoms. Some individuals might need a higher intensity or longer duration of light exposure.
· Expected Benefits: Typically, individuals notice an improvement within 3-5 days of starting light therapy, with full therapeutic effects occurring after 2-3 weeks.
2. Non-Seasonal Depression:
· Indication: Light therapy is increasingly used for individuals with major depressive disorder (MDD) who have chronic low energy or lack of motivation, even when they are not experiencing the seasonal fluctuations in mood.
· Recommended Treatment: For non-seasonal depression, light therapy is often combined with other treatments such as antidepressants or psychotherapy. Treatment may need to be continued for 4-6 weeks for optimal results.
· Expected Benefits: Light therapy may act as an adjunct to other treatments, improving mood, boosting energy, and reducing depressive symptoms.
3. Circadian Rhythm Sleep Disorders:
· Indication: People with delayed sleep-wake phase disorder (DSWPD), advanced sleep-wake phase disorder (ASWPD), or shift work sleep disorder can benefit from light therapy to realign their circadian rhythms.
· Recommended Treatment: Timing is key for these individuals. Those with DSWPD might benefit from morning light exposure, while those with ASWPD may need exposure in the evening to shift their sleep-wake cycle earlier.
· Expected Benefits: Light therapy helps to stabilize sleep patterns, improve sleep quality, and promote a regular sleep-wake cycle.
4. Sleep Disorders:
· Indication: Light therapy is often used to treat insomnia or other sleep disorders when circadian misalignment is contributing to the symptoms.
· Recommended Treatment: Patients are exposed to light at the appropriate time based on their sleep patterns, with morning light for individuals who need to advance their sleep cycle and evening light for those needing to delay it.
· Expected Benefits: Improved sleep onset, reduced nighttime awakenings, and better overall sleep quality.
Where to Buy Light Boxes Used in Research
Several light boxes have been used in clinical research and are recommended for home use based on their proven efficacy. According to studies, including those comparing light therapy to pharmaceutical treatments like Prozac, certain brands have demonstrated exceptional results.
One such brand is Northern Lights. Their light boxes have been featured in multiple research studies showing that light therapy can be just as effective as antidepressants like Prozac in treating Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD) and non-seasonal depression.
For example, a 2006 study by Terman et al. published in The American Journal of Psychiatry found that light therapy with a 10,000 lux light box was effective in treating major depressive disorder, including a group that was on Prozac, showing similar improvements in mood. This research demonstrated that light therapy can be a viable, non-pharmacological treatment option for depression.
Additionally, CET.org (the Center for Environmental Therapeutics) provides a list of recommended light boxes that meet the necessary criteria for effective light therapy. Some of the popular models include:
1. Northern Lights Bright Light Therapy Box: Used in numerous studies, this box provides 10,000 lux of bright light at a safe distance, and it is one of the most commonly recommended for clinical and at-home use. (see Therapeutic Resources tab for the lights used in the research studies)
2. Sunbox Sunlight Therapy Box: Known for its effectiveness in treating SAD, this model is also commonly used in some research studies comparing light therapy to antidepressants.
How to Use Light Therapy:
1. Choosing a Light Box:
· Lux Intensity: Light boxes should emit at least 10,000 lux to be effective in treating mood disorders. This intensity mimics the natural sunlight required to regulate circadian rhythms and serotonin production.
· UV Protection: Make sure the light box filters out ultraviolet (UV) rays, as UV exposure can harm the eyes and skin.
· Size and Placement: A light box should be positioned at an angle (often 45 degrees) to the user’s face at a distance of about 10-14 inches. Users should sit in front of the light for 20-30 minutes daily, ideally during the morning hours.
2. Timing and Duration:
· The most effective exposure typically occurs in the morning, as early as possible, to mimic the natural sunlight that influences the body’s circadian rhythm.
· The duration can range from 20 -30 minutes up to 2 hours , depending on the individual's response. Starting with 30 minutes per session and adjusting based on how the person feels can help determine the appropriate duration. 
3. Adjusting for Individual Needs:
· Some individuals may need a higher intensity of light (up to 15,000 lux) for more severe cases of depression or SAD.
· Light therapy might require trial and error to determine the best duration and timing for each individual. A healthcare provider can monitor progress and adjust treatment accordingly.
Side Effects and Considerations
Light therapy is generally well-tolerated, but like any treatment, it can have side effects. Common side effects may include:
· Eyestrain or headache: This is usually temporary and can be alleviated by adjusting the intensity or distance of the light box.
· Insomnia or restlessness: If used too late in the day, light exposure may interfere with nighttime sleep. It’s crucial to time sessions early in the day for optimal benefits.
· Mania or hypomania: For individuals with bipolar disorder, light therapy can sometimes trigger manic episodes. It is important to monitor for mood changes and adjust treatment accordingly.
Effectiveness of Light Therapy
Light therapy is highly effective for many individuals with SAD and other forms of depression. Studies have shown that it can improve mood, energy, and sleep quality in individuals with seasonal and non-seasonal mood disorders. In fact, research has shown that light therapy can be as effective as Prozac (fluoxetine), with some studies finding that light therapy produced similar results in treating depression symptoms, particularly in individuals with SAD.
For example, Terman et al. (2006) conducted a landmark study comparing the effects of light therapy and Prozac in individuals with major depressive disorder and found that light therapy was just as effective, with 10,000 lux exposure producing significant improvements in mood and energy, comparable to the effects of fluoxetine (Prozac). The study demonstrated that light therapy can be a viable alternative or complement to medication for many individuals,

Carrie Friedman, MSN, FNP-BC, PMHNP-BC
