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Content warning: Please be advised, the below article might mention trauma-related topics that could be triggering to

the reader. Please see our Get Help Now page for more immediate resources.

Some of the most treasured holidays in the United States include Christmas, Hanukkah, New Year’'s Eve, and New Year’s Day,
often occurring after Thanksgiving in November. Holidays can be exciting but may accompany pressure and expectations.
People often experience stress and mental health challenges during this time of year, and not everyone celebrates the holidays
or has a place to go. Below, explore ways to find moments to refresh and relax and explore other resources for times when

you're overwhelmed during the holidays.
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Work through the holiday blues in therapy

Speak to a therapist

Holiday mental health: Research on mental wellness during the holiday season

In 2023, nine out of 10 U.S. adults reported feeling stressed by the holiday season due to factors such as distance from
loved ones, family conflict, and financial pressures. In addition, those who are already diagnosed with a mental health condition

might be at risk of worsening symptoms during the holidays, whether due to solitude, conflict, trauma, or other challenges.

Many people's most significant concern for the holidays is a lack of resources, as they balance the desire to purchase holiday
gifts, decorations, and food with the need to pay for household necessities. With the global trauma of the COVID-19 pandemic,
many people have also lost loved ones, which can lead to grief around the holidays. However, there are ways to cope with

these challenges and find relaxation during the holidays.
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Can the holidays make mental illness worse?

If you have been diagnosed with a mental illness or if you are starting to show symptoms of a mental health condition, you
may be confused about your emotions during the holidays. According to the National Alliance on Mental lllness, 64% of
people with a pre-existing mental illness report that the holidays make their condition worse. However, it may not be the
holidays themselves that are difficult but the circumstances that come along with them, which can be more difficult for

someone with a mental illness at any time of year.

For example, high stress has been linked to depression and anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) has been linked
with triggers that may be more common over the holidays, such as family conflicts, substance use, and loud sounds (like
fireworks). With healthy coping techniques available, people can prepare to take a breather during the holidays and protect

their inner peace.

How to find moments to refresh

With busy holidays, finding a moment to breathe can seem complicated. Below are some ways to free up time to refresh your

mind and soul.

Don’t take on more responsibilities than you can handle

You may notice an influx of family members, friends, and others asking you for more favors over the holiday season. You might
also be invited to more events or be asked to take overtime at work during the holiday rush. Try to be mindful of what you can
feasibly handle during this time and avoid unrealistic expectations to protect your mental and physical well-being. If working
overtime is the only way to pay for your holidays, you might try to still leave some days off within the month to relax and

practice self-care.

You might also compromise with yourself by taking a part-time shift instead of a full-time holiday shift or working at a time in
the day when your business isn’'t as busy so that you won't be as stressed. You may also uphold your normal routine and plan
to get enough sleep. In addition, consider setting healthy boundaries with loved ones on the errands, favors, and supportive

actions you can do to help them.

Schedule time for yourself

Scheduling time for self-care and relaxation on your calendar may help you protect your body and mind. Instead of waiting to
see if you'll have time at the end of the day, you can add your self-care activities to a calendar on your phone or tablet. Even if
someone asks you for a favor during this time, you can prioritize yourself as you would prioritize someone you love and let

them know you already have plans.

Putting yourself first is not selfish when ensuring your mental wellness. Mental and physical health conditions can have
severe consequences, and being able to regulate your own emotions may help you better support others when you're
done with your alone time. Engage in calming hobbies, self-care, and relaxation techniques during your time with

yourself.
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Take a walk in nature

Consider taking a walk outside for your mental health. You might take an extra 30 minutes in the morning before work for a
short walk in the park. If you have time in your month and the weather permits, you could also hike somewhere, go skiing, or
try another outdoor sport. Being in nature and breathing fresh air may help you regulate your nervous system.

Go for a drive

Going for a drive can be another way to refresh your mind. You don’t necessarily have to have a destination. Consider driving

until you reach somewhere you've never been and then driving home. You can listen to music, sing, or just rest in silence.

Ways to refresh your mental health

Consider the following tips to refresh your mental health when symptoms occur. These practices can also be used as prevention

methods.

Mindfulness and deep breathing exercises

Deep breathing exercises are often designed to reduce feelings of stress and anxiety. Slowly breathing and focusing on
your breath may help your body slow down and ground your consciousness in the moment. You can take deep breaths
anywhere and try a variety of breathing practices until you find one that works for you. You might start by giving yourself five
minutes to breathe and then see how your body feels afterward. This practice may be best in moments of anxiety or when you
can't get away from a stressor.
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Practicing mindfulness can also reduce symptoms of stress, depression, and anxiety in adults and children. By focusing on
the present moment, removing judgment from your thoughts, and being open to change, you may experience less stress and a
more sharpened focus. Pay attention to what your senses pick up in your environment without assigning labels to these

sensations.

Reflection exercises

Reflection exercises can be a way to learn more about who you are and what you need. A few ways to reflect include
journaling, creating a video diary, scrapbooking, drawing, writing poetry, creating an audio diary, asking yourself questions, and
reading about other peoples’ experiences with similar challenges. You may find some of the core reasons you are distressed on

the holidays by taking time for these exercises, which may help you brainstorm boundaries to protect you from harm.

How to set boundaries with loved ones on the holidays

For many, loved ones can be a source of stress over the holidays, especially when families are prone to conflict. Setting realistic

expectations and boundaries with those you love about your time, energy, money, house, relationships, and belongings may
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ensure you don't overextend yourself to please others.

Prioritizing holiday mental health

If you know you won't be comfortable with extensive holiday gatherings, you might tell your family that you won't be available
for certain family gatherings. If it helps you to have more control over the festivities, you might consider hosting a family
gathering at your own house and having a set time when everyone leaves. Below are other areas where you might set

boundaries and limits:

« A maximum amount of money for gift-giving (or whether you want gifts at all)

« Times you're available to help with cooking or other preparations

« Whether you will attend an event with alcohol present (you can let people know if you prefer to avoid alcohol at events)
* Whether you want children at an event you're hosting

e The topics you're comfortable discussing with others

» The family members you're comfortable spending time with

» Whether you will participate in religious rituals, ceremonies, services, or events

+ How long you're able to spend time at an event

* What you're comfortable helping with in case of emergencies

Setting a holiday budget to reduce stress

Since financial struggles are common in those who experience holiday stress, setting a holiday budget before the holidays may
be helpful. If you often overspend by accident, consider keeping your holiday money separate from the funds you use for other
items and bills. You can leave a certain amount of money in several envelopes, each representing a different occasion or gift.
Consider not using a credit card to avoid overspending. You can also talk to a financial advisor for support if you struggle to

budget, and some phone apps can do the budgeting for you and show you areas where you may be able to cut costs.
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Work through the holiday blues in therapy

Speak to a therapist

Mental health support options

Having coping strategies ready in case you experience mental health challenges during this holiday season can be helpful. If
you're not in a crisis but would like some help with a mental health challenge, you might benefit from talking to a trusted family
member, a support group, or a licensed therapist who practices talk therapy. Online therapy through a platform like BetterHelp

can be more accessible if you struggle to schedule an appointment over the holidays.

Through an online platform, you can speak with a therapist from home via audio, video, or live chat at a time that suits your
schedule. You can also reach out to your therapist at any time through in-app messaging, and they’ll respond as soon as they

can. Numerous studies have shown online therapy to be effective for a number of mental disorders, including anxiety and
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depression. Aside from helping with mental health conditions, online therapy may help you prepare for holiday gatherings or

time alone so that you can have a wonderful time no matter what you decide to do.

Takeaway

Refreshing your holiday mental health can look like taking time out to breathe, going for a walk, or practicing reflection
exercises to understand the causes of your stress. You may also benefit from talking to a mental health professional in

person or online. Consider reaching out today to get started.

Readmore

Previous Article

5 Benefits Of A Mental Health Day From Work

Medically reviewed by Corey Pitts, MA, LCMHC, LCAS, CCS

Next Article

Mental Health During The Holidays: Reduce Stress And Prioritize Wellness
Medically reviewed by April Justice, LICSW

Seeking to improve your mental health?
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